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 Chikane charges withdrawn 
    July 14 2010  

 
  

Exhilaration swelled in the dancing and chanting outside the Pietermaritzburg Supreme Court 
after Attorney-General Mike Imber withdrew the charges against the treason trialists. 
 
The group, which included a powerful young priest, the wife of an ANC leader and several 
high-profile activists, were urged to contain their joy until they were outside the courtroom. 
But even before Judge President Mr Justice Milne congratulated them on their conduct 
throughout the trial, they stood tall.  
 
"We pledge," came the cry, "to continue the struggle for peaceful change. We will never give 
up." 
 
They were moved by the singing and thumping of dancing feet outside. A man thrust a mock 
AK47 into the air. The crowd started to move forward as one. If there was anguish, they still 
clapped and ululated. Then the heroes appeared. It was pandemonium. 

 
Albertina Sisulu, UDF president and the wife of the revered Walter, was the only woman. 
There was the lifelong activist, septuagenarian Archie Gumede. Esteemed professor Ismail 
Mohammed. 
 
Seven more appeared. And then came 34-year-old Soweto preacher Frank Chikane, the UDF 
Transvaal vice-president and who was among the apartheid police's most important quarries. 
 
 
Embraces 
 
Soon the group were surrounded, covered in embraces and the applause of their families, 
friends and lawyers. The trial was finished for them, but nothing was over, the group shouted. 
The fight would continue. 
 
For Chikane and the others, that day of a white judge's resolution only served to heighten his 
resolve. 
 
A leader of the Soweto Civic Association, Chikane had already been placed under house 
arrest at his home at Klipspruit - a sitting duck for a professional hit squad. That was the 
same little house which had been petrol-bombed seven months before.  
 
A white panel van with three men inside it had been seen in the streets nearby before the first 
fireball struck at about 2am. 
 
A curtain caught alight and immediately, an intense fire crackled around the room.  
 
Chikane had to race to save the life of his sleeping infant, lying in a cot near the window. 
Then a second bomb hit a room in the front of the house and the curtains, furniture and carpet 
were soon in flames that rose up to the ceiling.  
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Neighbours rushed out into the cold darkness of the early hours to help the Chikane family 
put out the fire. 
 
The priest had known there was a plot to kidnap and kill him. Even his passport had been 
taken away. 
 
Chikane was, after all, the man who had told a huge crowd of Wits University students that 
South Africa would "experience bloodshed on an unprecedented scale if radical change did 
not come soon".  
 
He had roused a rally against removals in Coronationville with his injunction that "Africans 
can cause the collapse of the Bantustan system" which he called "evil, unjust and Satanic".  
 
He had advised a June 16 gathering in Soweto that "God wants you to go ... irrespective of 
the consequences. Don't think you have no power or guns". 
 
The theologian was dangerous to the state, but everything it tried to do to shut him up didn't 
work.  
 
Chikane may have dressed in suits, but he was like tungsten steel. His comrades knew it. The 
ANC in exile knew it. The leadership on Robben Island knew it. And international supporters 
knew it. 
 
But, most importantly, the man himself knew that the only way to overcome was to remain 
true to the word. 
 
He once confided to a court that he had read the Bible 912 times while in prison. Chikane 
prayed hard and long in a deep voice churned up like gravel.  
 
"God," he said during the treason trial, "has seen our suffering for many years. He has seen 
the brutality of the system. And God has gone into action. I challenge you to stand up. Don't 
wait for another person. You must go and do what God wants." 
 
It was doing what God wanted that got Chikane into trouble in the first place. 
 
He was first noticed by journalists in September 1981 when he was suspended from his post 
as a pastor of the Apostolic Faith Mission at Kagiso in Krugersdorp after being detained for 
the fourth time. The white church leadership would not even allow Chikane to use their toilet. 
 
The first time he was held was after he checked up on the children of a couple in his church 
who had been arrested.  
 
"It was only when I was in my cell facing my tormentors that I became painfully aware that if 
I could not love the man across from me, professing to be a Christian, then I had no business 
trying to preach the Gospel," Chikane said. 
 
It was the unquenchable faith of his congregation that kept Chikane at the altar. He was 
always among people, a protagonist of popular protest, boycotts, opposition to the tricameral 
Parliament and action against the police and army presence in the townships.  
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He spent days, weeks and months consulting and listening to the ordinary oppressed in the 
stricken townships of the Vaal and the East Rand. He buried many. 
 
By 1983, Chikane was influential in activist circles. Not only was he a senior office bearer in 
the UDF, but he had become the director of the Institute for Contextual Theology, an 
organisation whose ideology distinguished Christians' opposition to apartheid. 
 
Chikane was born in Soweto, the son of an evangelist in the Pentecostal faith.  
 
He matriculated from Orlando High as the highest-scoring black pupil in maths in the 
Transvaal, moving from there to Turfloop University.  
 
He quickly became more involved in politics through the Student Christian Movement, where 
he and Cyril Ramaphosa worked together. 
 
 
Arrested 
 
Chikane was originally identified by the police during fiery pro-Frelimo rallies to celebrate 
the freedom of Mozambique. 
 
He stepped into the leadership breach when fellow students were arrested, eventually 
collapsing through exhaustion from travelling endlessly between Joburg and Pietersburg 
shoring up support.  
 
In April 1987 Chikane became general secretary of the SA Council of Churches (SACC). At 
37, he was the youngest person to take up the post. Not long before he accepted his new job, 
he and the ICT had won the sought-after Swedish Diakonia Prize for outstanding 
contributions to the cause of justice and peace in South Africa.  
 
As the SACC general secretary, he became increasingly outspoken, calling British prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher a racist for not supporting sanctions, railing against South 
Africa's aggression in Angola, praising the Cubans for their support of the MPLA, and urging 
unity in the Afrikaans churches. 
 
The state feared him more and more, and by the late 1980s, it was developing ever more 
sinister plots to get rid of him.  
 
In 2000, the Pretoria High Court heard allegations of how the apartheid government's 
chemical warfare expert, Dr Wouter Basson, had supplied the poison that Special Forces 
agents used to lace Chikane's clothes in 1989.  
 
He first became ill on a trip to Namibia, where he battled nausea, respiratory problems, 
abdominal pains and sweating. He recovered, but then became ill again as soon as he changed 
his clothes. Later that year, he went to the US,when he got violently ill. Chikane had to be 
admitted to an intensive care unit three times. 
 
It took a young woman doctor, despairing of being able to save him, to discover he had been 
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affected by one of two devastating chemicals that destroyed nerves and white blood cells. 
 
He survived death, too, when the SACC HQ was bombed. 
 
He was drawn into the Mandela family, his involvement intensifying when he was a member 
of the UDF-convened Mandela Crisis Committee, formed by community leaders to attempt to 
deal with the scandal of the four boys abducted by Winnie Madikizela-Mandela's personal 
bodyguards. 
 
Politics had its cruel moments for him. In 1994, he was second on the Gauteng provincial 
election list, but had to withdraw because he was appointed to the Independent Electoral 
Commission.  
 
A few years later, he was nominated to head the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, but 
he lost the position to Tutu. 
 
In 1997, Chikane was tipped to become Gauteng premier after Tokyo Sexwale resigned.  
 
Chikane announced his resignation an hour before the ANC Gauteng provincial executive 
was to make its decision.  
 
"I still want time to preach on Sundays," he said. 
 
But soon Chikane would find himself locked into more than a decade of service in what 
journalists dubbed Mbeki's super-presidency. And the rattling of skeletons was only just 
beginning. 

 

• This article was originally published on page 9 of Daily News on July 14, 2010 
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T
HE CALL to meet deputy presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki came on a dif-
ficult day. I was due to fly from
the Mother City, where I was a

researcher at the University of Cape Town,
to the US that evening to speak at a confer-
ence the next day.

Instead, I had to fly to Joburg and then
drive to Pretoria – six hours, including
airports, flights and road travel – for a dif-
ficult 30-minute discussion, then return to
Cape Town for the flight to the US.

The reality of course is that if the pres-
idency called, one could not say no. So I had
no choice. I had to explain in half an hour
why I didn’t think it would be the right
thing for me to join the public service.

It was 1995, and I thought it would be
easy to convince Mbeki. The elections had
happened and government was being
formed. I still saw myself as a public advo-
cate for justice, so I felt that my experience
as a church leader would never be lost.

And it was that which worried me: what
would my role be in the church if I joined
government? I knew some would say I had
abandoned my ministry.

So I thought I could say all of that to
Mbeki and then leave Joburg, go home and
fly to the US. But he argued.

He said, yes, we had just won liberation,
but what was needed now was capacity to
achieve the very objectives for which many
had sacrificed their lives. He said I was one
of the few who had already managed large
formal organisations, as I had run the Insti-
tute for Contextual Theology and the South
African Council of Churches (SACC) for
years.

Throughout the violence, the assassina-
tions and the imprisonments, the SACC had
carried out its ministry in 26 offices at
which more than 300 were employed.

That meeting did not come entirely out
of the blue. Rather, it was a sequel to a dis-
cussion I had had with president Nelson
Mandela more than a year before in about
July or August 1994. Mandela had invited
me and my wife Kagiso for lunch at the
Guest House at Bryntirion, the presidential
estate in Tshwane. Kagiso had genuine rea-
sons why she had to decline, but it was also
true that she was uncomfortable.

I, too, had personal and professional con-
flicts. I had been asked to be deployed in the
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic to
assist with conflict resolution there, or to
become the ambassador to Japan, but I had
already started a process of securing a
fellowship to Harvard University.

Mandela had heard that I was resisting
joining government, and my wife felt I
needed to face him alone on this matter.

She was also concerned about perhaps
being drawn into a lobbying force.

Mary Mxadana, Mandela’s personal
assistant, made arrangements for the lunch.
I knew her well as she had been one of the
senior executive directors at the SACC
when I was general secretary. She said my
lunch with Mandela would last one hour,
but when we were sitting there, it took 45
minutes before the matter of me entering
government was even broached. The clock
ticked on.

I also began to wonder about the true
purpose of the lunch – except to enjoy being

in the presence of the great son of Africa.
So when Mandela was distracted for a
moment, I signalled to Mxadana and asked
her whether we were still going to discuss
the matter. She advised me to wait.

Finally, during the last 15 minutes, Man-
dela made the request. It was very direct. I
rushed for the “on” button in my mind. My
concern was about my congregation in
Soweto. I would have to abandon my calling.
I felt as if I would be defying God.

Mandela understood. He strongly
believes in a collective. But he made a case
that “we” had been together with “them” in
the trenches. He said the problem with
“you” – the church leaders – was that “you
do not want to soil your hands”. He said
“you want to stand out there and wait until
we make mistakes and then condemn us”.

Mandela had a great respect for the role
the clergy had played in opposing
apartheid. That was why he had expected
more from us now.

I left the luncheon with Mandela as a
troubled man. I knew that once I was con-
tracted into the public service, my own free-
dom of speech would be curtailed.

I could speak on government policies
and defend them, but I could not engage in
party political activity or express views
about one party or another in public.

There was a view that deployment was
meant to silence me, but while there might
indeed have been some who welcomed my
being removed from the political leadership
terrain, this is far from the truth when it
came to both Mandela and Mbeki.

The sequence of events which eventu-
ally led to me joining the public service
began around October 1995 when I was
requested to join the presidency to assist
with building capacity in the deputy presi-
dent’s office. Mandela had decided to dele-
gate more responsibilities to Mbeki.

And so came that urgent special meeting
with Mbeki that afternoon at his official res-
idence at Goede Hoop at Bryntirion. He sim-
ply wanted to know why I seemed uncom-
fortable with accepting a request from the
leadership of the liberation movement to
assist the presidency in fulfilling its respon-
sibilities to South Africa.

Finally, after my meetings with Mandela
and Mbeki, the ANC leadership grudgingly

accepted my plea to be given at least a year.
I left for Harvard, where I did a Masters in
Public Administration.

Harvard was extraordinary. It gave me a
break and I learnt about the executive man-
agement of government. I so wished all the
activists I knew could have had the same
opportunity. Governing was hard.

Ultimately, the compromise with me,
which was reached with Mbeki, was that I
would be a special advisor rather than a
public servant, and a resolution had to be
adopted by my church to second me. It
meant that I was able to keep my pastoral
credentials. There was no pay anyway.

My last stipend from the church was at
the end of July 1976, as the white section of
the church – which sponsored the black sec-
tion – threatened to withdraw their support
if I was among the pastors they had to fund.
I then served the church without
remuneration.

My engagement as an advisor in the
presidency was just a way of sucking me in.
I was made director-general (DG) a year
later, and I accepted, thinking I would be
released by 1999. That was not to be. I was

then asked to develop and manage the inte-
gration of the offices of the president and
deputy president into one presidency.

Then, about six months before the 2004
elections, Mbeki sent a letter to all DGs and
asked them to share their aspirations for
the next five years. He asked for “an honest
reflection”. I thought this gave me a chance
to tell the truth. “Mr President, you will
recall that we started a discussion on this
matter in May, and I indicated that I thought
I had served my part in the public service,”
I wrote.

“You would also be aware that I invested
much of the time since 1998 to work on the
integrated system of governance… now
reaching maturity.

“From the initial discussions we had in
October 1995, before I came into govern-
ment, (you) would remember that I never
considered being a professional public ser-
vant as a career path. I did it because the
leadership determined that it was neces-
sary at the time. I took it as a special deploy-
ment… and not employment…

“For now, I am of the view that I have
served my part.”

Mbeki would not let me leave. In desper-
ation, I appealed to ANC secretary general
Kgalema Motlanthe and Jacob Zuma. After
more than three months without any
response, I raised the matter again. I failed.

The matter was raised again in 2005, but
the removal of Zuma made this difficult. If
I left, it would have been misinterpreted. So
I waited until October 2007 when my con-
tract would come up for a third time and
finally advised I would not be open to
another. I would then have been DG for 11
years, the longest-serving of the time.

Being in the presidency was a great
service. But my job was costly. I had no pri-
vacy. We worked long hours, at times with-
out end, especially when Mbeki became
more productive in the early hours.

I missed my family in the same way as I
had during the struggle. My wife said she
could understand having to be alone at the
height of the struggle. She had brought up
our children almost single-handedly. But
she did not bargain for the same kind of life
in a free country. One of my sons said he
saw me more on TV than at home.

As DG in the presidency, I was also fair
game – hunted as if it was a sport. I was
called names like “potty little priest” and a
liar. But I couldn’t respond. The presidency
had to be above all these things.

In October 2007, I was asked to stay and
we agreed on a one-year contract. At the end
of that year another appeal was made for
me to stay, and this was like pale e tswellang,

a story that has no end.
I insisted on a new short-term contract

to manage the transition, and this position
was eventually accepted by Mbeki.

My actual feelings about developments
in the country had to be held back. At des-
perate times I had to use the cover of being
a pastor to express an opinion, but this
required wisdom. Sometimes, there was
only rhetoric. Sometimes parables.

The simplest thing to do was just pray.
I think about the limitations. The oath of

office. I think about the tradition that any
discussion with the president was privi-
leged. No one says what happens behind
those doors without his consent.

In my case, as secretary of the cabinet,
chairman of the National Security Council
(NSC) and secretary of the executive-level
NSC, the bar was put even higher. 

Here I operated strictly at top secret,
where some things will never be declassi-
fied or told during our lifetime.

Then of course, there are other things
that will never be said because of the risk
to the person who has to divulge the infor-
mation. The political climate largely deter-
mines those truths. Power dynamics and
fear can distort facts and colour the story. In
short, those who are in power can rewrite
history, just as colonialists did.

But, with all of this in mind, I am going
to try and venture into this risky endeavour
– to say the things I could not say within the
bounds of the law.

One thing is for sure: I am one of the
privileged few who have seen it all, from
Mandela to Mbeki, Mbeki to Motlanthe, and
Motlanthe to Zuma, even if that was for a
short time. I have never had to rely on the
grapevine.

Tomorrow: The ousting of Mbeki

THE MAN, THE PRIEST,
THE SERVANT ...

In this first
chapter, Frank
Chikane tells
of his struggle
from pastor
and freedom
fighter to the
highest office
in the land PATRONS OF PEACE: Activists Aubrey Mokoena, Sister Bernard Ncube, Reverend Frank Chikane, (man, second from

right obscured) and Reverend Beyers Naude at a Release Mandela Campaign meeting in the late 1980s.
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THE FALLEN MAN

T
HABO Mbeki returned from
Harare in the early hours
that Friday. It was September
12, 2008, and he went straight
to rest. It had been many

days of hard work. Many long working
hours. But we believed there had been a
victory.

At midnight the day before, Mbeki had
finally got Zimbabwean President Robert
Mugabe and leaders of the Movement for
Democratic Change opposition factions
Morgan Tsvangirai and Arthur Mutam-
abara to the negotiation table to initial a
global political agreement to begin to set-
tle the conflict in Zimbabwe.

The triumph had come at the end of a
tough week. Just two days before, Mbeki
had flown from Harare to Mbabane,
Swaziland to brief the troika of the secu-
rity body of the Southern African Devel-
opment Community (SADC) on his
efforts to broker a power-sharing deal.

He had arrived in Harare on the Mon-
day with a proposal which shifted some
executive powers to the prime minister.

The global political agreement was
the best news many Zimbabweans could
have had. As long after as January this
year, I would receive an e-mail from a
Zimbabwean who said he had been
deeply moved to see God’s hand over his
motherland that Christmas. Yet it seemed
Zimbabweans celebrated alone that Sep-
tember in a world that looked on, indiffer-
ent. But, of course, there was an enor-
mous distraction.

Mbeki, and all of us, woke up to the
storm of a preview of Judge Chris
Nicholson’s judgment in the matter of
ANC president Jacob Zuma. The high of
midnight and the success in the Zim-
babwe Dialogue was suddenly overshad-
owed. It felt as if it had been planned to
crowd out Mbeki’s success story. What
was supposed to be a lead story in the
media became like a bubble in a sea of
headlines about the judgment.

By midday on the Friday, the Zim-
babwe story was dead – completely
eclipsed. And the events that followed
were also to cost me dearly – politically
and to some extent, personally.

Nicholson’s decision was that Zuma’s
corruption charges were unlawful
because the National Directorate of Pub-
lic Prosecutions (NDPP) had not given
him a chance to make representations
before deciding to charge him as the
South African Constitution required. Yet
it was Nicholson’s words about political
interference which were the sting.

He said he thought this had played a
role when Zuma was charged again. It
was felt Nicholson had accused Mbeki
and some of his cabinet members of
influencing the NDPP to charge the pres-
ident of the ANC. It seemed those who
had wanted Mbeki removed from the
presidency immediately after Polokwane
had found a useful handle in the judg-
ment to leverage their argument.

It was seen as sent by the gods.
Immediately, rumours about a possi-

ble appeal were met not just with anger
but fury by those who were not prepared
to wait seven months for Mbeki to com-
plete his term. It had to be ngogo (now)!
There was another group within the
ANC which was more concerned about
the case of Zuma than Mbeki himself.

For them, an appeal against Nichol-
son’s judgment would upset the victory.

But Mbeki and those aggrieved by
what they considered the erroneous
Nicholson judgment felt they had the
right to appeal – to clear their names and
the integrity of the government.

A new contest ensued, and it would
further divide the ANC.

Within the presidency, my job was to
get everyone to carry on as if nothing
was going to happen. We had major oper-
ational matters. We had the regular
scheduled visits of the president, one of
which was coming up in a week’s time.

Our logistics teams were already
deployed to facilitate Mbeki’s move-
ments. They were given orders not to be
distracted by headlines. But those who
were dealing with a programme at the
United Nations were especially con-
cerned. The president was to be the
keynote speaker at a Special Summit on
Africa. They were also told: carry on.

Overnight, I was transformed to some-
thing of a Commander-in-Chief to man-
age the crisis.

Our huge challenge was the planned
international conference on the African

diaspora which South Africa was due to
host in a matter of weeks. Offices of
heads of state from the continent imme-
diately called. Those around the world in
the diaspora were concerned: would the
conference still go on?

The answer had to be a definite “yes”.
One could not afford to speculate. But we
worried. Whatever happened though, for-
ward planning paid dividends. The pres-
idency had already used the first part of
the year to prepare staff for the impend-
ing change in leadership which would
have happened when Mbeki’s second
term came to an end in 2009.

Consultations had already been held
with affected staff. Plans were already in
place to manage that transition. So a fast-
forward button could be activated.

But staff remained restless, and we
accepted this was natural behaviour. We
needed to manage empathically and with
sensitivity.

On Monday, September 15, when the
signing ceremony for the global political
agreement was held, Mbeki was on his
way to Sudan again. He’d been part of the
resolution of that conflict, and in a joint
statement with President Omar al-
Bashir, Mbeki would warn that possible
charges of genocide against al-Bashir
would undermine the peace efforts in
Darfur. But we didn’t see many headlines
on this crucial matter either. The media

was still focused entirely on the noise
after the Nicholson judgment.

It was clear when he got back from
Sudan that the momentum was building
to remove him from office. Dramatic
statements were being made. ANC Youth
League president Julius Malema even
contradicted Zuma, who had said there
was no need to recall Mbeki seven
months before the end of his term. But
Malema was unequivocal.

Wait until Sunday and the president of
the ANC will be saying what I am saying,
he rallied, referring to the upcoming
national executive committee (NEC)
meeting which would decide the presi-
dent’s fate.

But I know that, some time before the
NEC meeting that weekend, Mbeki and

Zuma had already met, and Zuma had
assured Mbeki that nothing was going to
happen to him. He would be allowed to
serve his full term.

We in the presidency could not watch
this debate without looking at the impli-
cations. In my capacity as the cabinet sec-
retary and head of the presidency, I
asked our legal unit to look at the consti-
tution and advise on the implications.
Interestingly, our constitution makers
did not anticipate a case where the ruling
party recalls a sitting president.

In terms of our constitution, the pres-
ident is elected by Parliament and not by
the ruling party. Parties in Parliament
may nominate a president, but the deci-
sion to appoint the person is that of
Parliament which decides by a simple

majority. This means only Parliament
can remove a sitting president.

However, Sections 89 and 102 can be
used to remove a president from office.

The National Assembly, by a resolu-
tion adopted with a supporting vote of at
least two thirds of its members, may
recall a president on the grounds of vio-
lating the constitution or the law, serious
misconduct or the inability to perform
the functions of office. The thing was we
felt we were not dealing with a “serious
violation” or serious misconduct.

But while we felt there was no basis on
which the president could be accused of
either of those things, we knew he could
volunteer to resign, even if there were no
prescribed procedures we could fathom
from either the constitution or the law.

We had to wait for the ruling party’s
NEC meeting to make its decisions
though, and uppermost in our minds was
the commitment to maintain stability in
the country – whatever the outcome. 

Comrades had made such sacrifices
for this new democratic order that we
could not allow it to be destabilised.

As head of the Forum of Directors-
General in South Africa, I fielded calls
from anxious fellow directors-general.
They are not political appointees in an
American sense where the top senior
public servants leave office with their
political appointees. Directors-general in

South Africa are fixed contract staff and
are expected to continue running govern-
ment during a political transition of
whatever nature.

The events of September 12 to 26
brought our country very close to a dis-
aster, and during that fateful week when
Mbeki was removed from office, it
dawned on me again that South Africans
are fortunate to have the calibre of lead-
ers we have.

But there is a challenge in telling this
story as accurately as is humanly possi-
ble given that not one of the players in
the presidency, including myself, partic-
ipated in all the events and meetings
relating to this crisis. No one did – or
could. 

Those who were at Luthuli House
were not necessarily the same as those at
the Union Buildings. Those who were at
Forest Town were not the same as those
who were at Mahlamba-Ndlopfu, and
those who were at Esselen Park were not
the same as those in Cape Town.

There were group meetings, some
legitimate and others factional.

In a crisis of the magnitude we faced,
cabals and secret groups thrived and
assumed some form of official status.
There was a risk that those who had
resources could assume control. So when
someone spoke to you, you first had to
work out as to whether they represented
the official position or that of a cabal.

It is now history that Mbeki and the
cabinet decided to appeal, independently
of the NDPP and irrespective of whether
or not the NDPP would appeal.

In fact, they were of the view that
their appeal should have nothing to do
with the NDPP to avoid any confusion.

In any way, the grounds for the appeal
were very different.

As the secretary of the cabinet, I was
asked by the lawyers contracted by
Mbeki as the president and by the
government to sign an affidavit to con-
firm that the cabinet made a decision to
appeal – which I did. And this is what cost
me dearly.

Some comrades felt that by doing so, I
was acting against the president of the
ANC, or supporting an appeal that was
not desirable. The media also kept on
flagging the contents of my affidavit as
part of an appeal which was opposed by
some in the leadership of the ANC.

I felt this was done without clarifying
the fact that this was simply part of my
duties as secretary of the cabinet. I was
required to sign such an affidavit.

I was frustrated that some in the lead-
ership of the ANC did not take the trou-
ble to explain this to the broader mem-
bership. They didn’t try to change that
perspective of me which was now grow-
ing. Instead I was confronted through
third parties to explain myself, even
though I had done everything officially
through the Minister of Justice.

The matter for me was simple. It could
not be coloured by the political discourse
and contests of the time. My job in the
government was to act on behalf of both
the government and the state. Nothing
more, nothing less. Whatever arguments
were happening inside the ruling party
could not be allowed to influence my role.
And my view is that if that had hap-
pened, that a ruling party could influence
the position of the secretary of the cabi-
net, this would be the beginning of the
collapse of the state.

The same should apply to intelligence
officers, the military, the police and the
judiciary. Taking sides with a party or a
faction of the ruling party is the ultimate
threat to the integrity and security of the
state. And even official positions of the
ruling party have to come through the
cabinet before the secretary of the cabi-
net act on them.

This is a critical principle. This is
about the stability of the country. There
can be no straight route from the ruling
party to the secretary of the cabinet, and
the secretary of the cabinet cannot act on
instructions from the ruling party – or
any party for that matter. Only the cabi-
net can instruct. Even the wishes of the
president must be in line with the deci-
sions of the cabinet.

But the appeal, and the pressure on
me, were only aspects of a week I will
never forget. What was to follow, was a
week of thunder and lightning, a week of
terrible storms.
● Tomorrow: Part two of the September

Crisis as Mbeki is removed.

THE
CHIKANE
FILES

Tomorrow ...
The 1am call, the 

township wedding and
the end of an era

THE SEPTEMBER
CRISIS: PART ONE

Today Frank
Chikane gives
us the insider’s
scoop on the
ousting of
Thabo Mbeki

As the Secretary of the Cabinet, I was 

asked by lawyers contracted by Mbeki 

as President and by government to sign 

an affidavit to confirm Cabinet made 

a decision to appeal (the Nicholson 

judgment) – which I did. 

And this is what cost me dearly.‘

‘FLUX: At a time when Thabo Mbeki was facilitating negotiations in Zimbabwe, worries erupted at home over his fate as president. PICTURE: REUTERS

EDITOR: JANET SMITH



The Star FRIDAY JULY 16 2010 13FEATURE

THE LAST DANCE

A country in crisis, a 96-year-old party divided, a fallen leader and a bride-in-waiting. 
September 20, 2008, was not going to be an easy day for Frank Chikane

GRIM DUTY: Thabo Mbeki’s faithful advisors Trevor Fowler, Mojanku Gumbi and Frank Chikane had the
unenviable task of telling the president that his party had decided to recall him as leader of the republic.

T
HE STAFF at Mahlamba
Ndlopfu, Thabo Mbeki’s offi-
cial Pretoria home on the
Bryntirion Estate, rang just
after 1am in the darkness of

Saturday morning. They wanted to
know: should they wake up the presi-
dent? 

A delegation from the ANC had called
them to say they were on their way to
inform him about the decision of the
national executive committee. They did-
n’t want him to find out what had been
decided through the media. He had to get
it directly from the ANC.

The first SMSes had begun to come
through just before 1am that Saturday,
September 20. Everyone was exhausted.
It had been a long night. Some had tried
to the death to convince the NEC, which
had adjourned and reconvened, then
debated the matter beyond midnight
into the early hours.

Voices of reason had pleaded for the
election to be brought earlier so that
Mbeki could complete his term. A case
was made to allow him a month to com-
plete critical commitments. This was
shot down. It was no use. The NEC had
made its decision at Esselen Park. The
president was to be recalled.

Advocate Mojanku Gumbi was among
the first to ring. We talked immediately
about what we needed to do as the presi-
dency, and our first view was that Mbeki
should not be woken up in the night as
proposed. He should be left to continue
with his sleep and rest. Gumbi and I
agreed that we would meet at Mahlamba
Ndlopfu early in the morning to inform
him about the impending delegation of
the ANC, which would arrive at nine in
the morning.

We all had so much work to do.
Together with the legal unit in the presi-
dency, Gumbi would have to review all
the legal issues related to the decision of
the NEC, and advise on the perspective
government should take on the matter. 

But this would depend on the nature
of the decision the ANC had made, which
we would only officially hear from the
delegation later that morning.

There were difficulties. We had a com-
mitment with the United Nations the fol-
lowing week about the renewal of Africa
and the Millennium Development Goals.
There was the African Diaspora Confer-
ence which was scheduled for November.
But, no. This would not be allowed. The
ngoku chorus won the day.

The next conversation was with
Trevor Fowler, chief operations and
accounting officer in the presidency. He
was second in command after me in
terms of the administration and manage-
ment of the presidency.

We agreed on possible scenarios on
how to handle the situation.

It was about 3.30am when we com-
pleted our preparations for the manage-
ment of the unfolding events. Speedy
action was needed that morning, but I
had a wedding which I could not delegate
away. Many will be surprised that over
the more than 13 years I was in the pres-
idency, I continued with my pastoral
responsibilities for a local congregation
and a larger community, and although
this wedding was a normal wedding, the
congregation expected me to solemnise
it. It was scheduled for 10am at my
church in Naledi, Soweto.

As we had agreed to be at Mahlamba
Ndlopfu at 7am, I had to plan to leave my
home in Soweto at 6am. So, instead of
going to sleep, I decided rather to com-
plete my preparations for the wedding. I
estimated that the new mission to Preto-
ria would cost me four hours which I had
to make up. But it was difficult to close

the window on the crisis in government,
and open a new one on the wedding. Spir-
itual adrenalin had to take over. 

I left home, and the first sign that
something had happened during the
night were the newspaper posters on the
streets of Joburg and Pretoria. “Mbeki
recalled”. “Mbeki removed”. “Shocking
decision by the ANC”. This immediately
opened my Mbeki window again.

The questions in my mind were: how
is the president likely to respond? How do
we assist him as his support staff to man-
age this crisis? How did we come to this
point? How did the ANC find itself in this
situation? What were the mistakes made?
What mistakes could Mbeki have made
as the president of the ANC and the pres-
ident of the country? Could this situation
have been managed differently? These
were extraordinary experiences of our
time.

As I was driven down the MI North, I
could not stop thinking about the impli-
cations. Every event in the life of a
nation defines what its people become,
and I worried that a new culture had
been introduced which might come to
haunt us – that of ruling parties recalling
their own presidents. Was this a prece-
dent my organisation wanted to set?

I thought of Mbeki and how he had no
life outside the ANC. My brain went into
overdrive. South Africa would never be
the same again. The ANC itself was
never going to be the same again.

At 7am, we were at the gates to
Mahlamba Ndlopfu. This was one time

when I appreciated the services of the
VIP Protection Unit which moved me
from Soweto to the Bryntirion Estate
with my head in another world.

The police guard opened for us. The
household staff, who were woken up
after midnight with the request from the
delegation of the ANC, received us into
the house.

The mood was sombre. It was myself,
Gumbi and Fowler. We were told the pres-
ident was still resting, so we were ush-
ered into the historic lounge where we
had spent so many hours with the presi-
dent over the years we worked with him,
to think about government and to
develop strategies to manage it as effec-
tively as we could.

As we sat there we knew that our
meeting with the president in that room
that morning might be the last. We used
the opportunity while waiting to
exchange notes and reflect.

Gumbi had always made our lives
more difficult with legal complexities.
She mapped out all the challenges, uncer-
tainties and dangers.

In the meantime, our cellphones had-
n’t stopped. One person after another had
expressed shock. Some were crying.
Some were expressing disgust. Many
were wondering what could have hap-
pened to their organisation, the ANC.

Yet more were concerned about Mbeki
as a human being. “Remember that he
must feel the pain of what happened,”
said one of the callers. But we had passed
that stage during the night.

That morning, we were more con-
cerned about the management of the cri-
sis. It had to happen in a way that would
not cause damage to the people of South
Africa.

The first person to make an appear-
ance at about 8am was Zanele Mbeki, the
president’s wife. She was surprised that
we were already in the house and sur-
mised that we were there to talk about
the “night’s events”, ntho tsa masiu or
ntho tsa lefifi. We informed her that an
ANC delegation was about to arrive, and
she was not surprised. She just shook her
head.

Mbeki followed. In his usual way, he

was cool and collected, but walking at a
slower pace than usual. He took his nor-
mal seat in the historic lounge and lis-
tened to us as we informed him that it
had happened. It was almost like saying
sekunjalo (now is the time) or sekwenzek-

ile (it has happened). And, once we had
done that, we could breathe.

Mbeki himself was calm. He immedi-
ately repeated his view that if his organ-
isation asked him to leave office, he
would do so without any resistance. He
saw his role as that of service to the peo-
ple rather than a position for which he
needed to fight. He said he had not fought
for positions in the ANC before and was
not about to do so now.

He re-emphasised his commitment to
making sure that the country was not
destabilised. No one, he said, should pay
a price for the politics of the ANC.

We had just an hour. So between 8am
and 9am, we reflected. As a member of
the ANC myself, I felt that at that stage I
needed to remove my hat as director-gen-
eral in the presidency and secretary of
the cabinet and speak to him as an ANC
member. Gumbi used her freedom as a
special advisor to the president to engage. 

Mbeki spoke about how genuine
cadres of the movement should behave,
and that was not the way in which the
delegates in Polokwane had behaved.

But we argued that this was where the
president had got it wrong.

He was never able to accept that
cadres of the movement had changed
radically in the ANC since the party went

into government.
For him, those shifts disqualified one

from remaining a cadre of the move-
ment. We could have spoken for so much
longer on that subject alone, but we
agreed it would have to be kept for a
future discussion as the large clock in the
lounge was ticking on.

At about the time when the official
ANC delegation was expected to arrive, I
had to leave for Soweto to catch up with
the wedding ceremony over which I was
expected to preside. In any case, the
meeting with the delegation did not need
my presence. I had already discharged
my responsibilities, together with my col-
leagues, since we arrived at 7am.

So the VIP protection members sped
off in the direction of Naledi, Soweto, as
they understood the urgency of the
moment for me. This time I missed every-
thing that happened along the road as I
had to become more concerned about the
sermon. And the leadership of the
church was greatly relieved to see our car
entering the gates when we finally got
there. They had become doubtful as to
whether or not I would be there on time. 

The wedding went well. The Lord
took over, and it was a great blessing to
many. But at noon, I had to be released
from the church to return to Mahlamba
Ndlopfu. As I was driving again in that
direction, I heard about the visit by the
ANC delegation, and the fact that Mbeki
had informed them that he was ready to
leave any time – as soon as his party said
so.

Yet he had two questions. The first
was about a constitutional means of leav-
ing office as he did not want to leave a
vacuum or violate that document. So
they promised to look into the matter and
come back to him.

The second question was about the
immediate responsibilities of the presi-
dent which needed to be carried out
while they were mulling over that issue.
Again they promised to come back to
him.

On my return to the presidential res-
idence, I found the house full of com-
rades who had come to either express
their support for Mbeki or to sympathise. 

Some could not stop crying, and were
asking how the ANC could do this to its
own cadre. Some were articulating the
view about why it could not simply allow
him to finish his term, or shorten it.

As this was happening in the lounges
at the president’s residence and on the
lawns outside, we retreated into the his-
toric lounge to continue with our strate-
gic discussions and planning.

Political advisor Titus Mafolo and the
president’s spokesperson, Mukoni Rat-
shitanga, had joined them by the time I
returned from Soweto.

It was a most meticulous process.
We had to banish our emotions and

execute our responsibilities.

THE STING: Judge Chris Nicholson’s
comments on political interference.

THE JUDGE

THE NEC HAS SPOKEN: ANC secretary general Gwede Mantashe makes
the Mbeki announcement after the NEC meeting. PICTURE: TJ LEMON

THE JURY THE RELUCTANT EXECUTIONERS

IT’S OVER: Thabo Mbeki tells the nation on Sunday, September 21, 2008, in a live national television broadcast, that he has formally tendered his
resignation, effective as soon as a new president is chosen. This was the day after the ANC called on him to resign. PICTURE: AP

THE SEPTEMBER
CRISIS: PART 2

THE
CHIKANE
FILES

Monday ...
The end of the invitations
and the beginning of a

different party

EDITOR: JANET SMITH

Mbeki himself was calm ... he repeated 

that he would leave (office) without 

resistance. He said he had not fought 

for positions in the ANC before and 

was not about to do so now.  ‘

‘
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EXIT LEFT, MR PRESIDENT

P
lans were unfolding rapidly.
Thabo Mbeki had to meet the
cabinet to officially inform them
of his decision to resign, based

on the organisation’s recall. And the cab-
inet secretariat was commanded to set
that meeting up for 4pm on Sunday when
it was expected that the national execu-
tive committee of the ANC would have
concluded its own meeting as most cabi-
net members were members of the NEC
as well.

Second, the president had to speak to
the nation, live, to inform the country of
his intention. It was agreed that this
should be done on Sunday evening after
the briefing with the cabinet.

The president’s spokesman, Mukoni
Ratshitanga, was mandated to interact
with the SABC to make the necessary
arrangements in this regard. The pre-
ferred time was 7pm.

Third, the president had to meet the
command structures of the security
forces – the SANDF, the SAPS and the
intelligence service – to brief them and
impress on them the imperative to
ensure there was stability in the country.
The president had to be seen by the
nation to have done this, and the secre-
tariat of the National Security Council
was instructed to arrange these meetings
one after the other on the Monday morn-
ing. Ratshitanga had to take care of the
media side.

Fourth, it was agreed that the Presi-
dency would interact with Parliament to
determine the best way in which his res-
ignation would be managed in a constitu-
tional way. Fifthly, an arrangement had to
be made for the President to bid farewell
to Parliament once the technical consti-
tutional issues were resolved.

Then, while all of this was happening
and we moved from room to room, phone
to phone, crisis to crisis, a message came
through from Esselen Park. It was the
ANC.

The president, it said, could not con-
tinue with his responsibilities any more
– especially his international commit-
ments. This was disturbing. He was to be
a keynote speaker at the UN Summit on
Africa that coming Monday. What were
we to do now? But the president took it in
his stride. 

He said he was not going to do any-
thing that would suggest he wanted to
remain in office against the wishes of his
party. Yet he had a constitutional respon-
sibility for the country until his resigna-
tion took effect. And, as long as he was
still President he had responsibility to
ensure that the transition was as smooth
as possible. 

Fortunately the NEC released a state-
ment the same day, saying “our most
important task as a revolutionary move-
ment is the stability of our country. We
will follow with precision all the consti-
tutional requirements to ensure that
interim arrangements are in place. We
share the desire… for a peaceful and
prosperous South Africa”.

This was reassuring. But the decision
to stop Mbeki carrying out some immedi-
ate acts for government before he left
office was a grave concern. The UN in
New York had to be informed that he
would not be attending the summit, and
a special apology had to be conveyed to
the African leaders who were already in

that city, booked into their hotels and
ready to roll for the consequent Special
Summit on Africa.

So the management of the UN dynam-
ics had to be left to Minister of Foreign
Affairs Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma, who
was already in New York with other gov-
ernment leaders, including Finance Min-
ister Trevor Manuel.

Of course, there was also uncertainty
about the implications of the president’s
resignation for ministers like Dlamini
Zuma and Manuel, and other ministers
and deputy ministers, as they were
appointed by the president. Manuel left a
letter of resignation with the Presidency
before travelling to the UN, in case all the
ministers had to resign.

Dlamini Zuma wanted to know
whether she would be required to return
immediately, and she was advised to con-
tinue with her responsibilities until
there was clarity about how Parliament
would respond to the resignation.

Our delegation at the UN were anx-
ious, but went on.

American journalist Joe Lauria
reported from New York that “the
shadow of Thabo Mbeki followed the for-
eign minister… as she sought to replace
the experience and clout of a man who
knew his way around world leaders at the
annual UN General Assembly summit.
There were reminders of Mbeki wher-
ever she went on Monday”.

At the round-table discussion on
African development issues, Ghanaian
President John Kufuor told the gathering
that he took the chair at the invitation of
the UN secretary-general “in the place of
my colleague and friend, Thabo Mbeki of
South Africa, who should have been here
but for matters of state”.

“We all know the role President Mbeki
has been playing on the continent of
Africa,” he continued, “and indeed on the
international scene, during the past
decade. He is one of the main architects
of the African Union and a key initiator
of… the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development.”

Lauria’s view was that Mbeki’s
“missed meetings could spell missed
opportunities for South Africa to achieve
its two main goals at this General Assem-
bly – getting aid and international sup-
port for post-agreement Zimbabwe and
blocking the Security Council’s endorse-
ment of the International Criminal
Court’s indictment of Sudan’s President
Omar al-Bashir”.

It was a difficult
assignment for Dlamini
Zuma. She had to
explain things to the
other African leaders,
who were terribly
shocked. Some felt this
was not possible for the
ANC – an organisation
they knew and
respected. It was out of
character. They could-
n’t understand why the
ANC had not waited
until they, too, had com-
pleted their mission in
New York.

The reality is that
Mbeki was a critical
part of the African proj-
ect. His resignation was
very disruptive to their
programme. Many lead-
ers had felt that the
ANC was their libera-
tion movement as well,
and it was almost like it
had turned its back on the years of the
frontline states where the ANC could not
make any major decisions without taking
them into its confidence.

Meanwhile, Mahlamba Ndlopfu was
like an African home where a death had
struck. People were going in and out,

some were sitting
around or wandering
about. There was still
weeping. The house-
hold staff had an
impossible task keeping
up with teas, coffees
and drinks while they
themselves were still
shaken. 

Calls clogged the
systems and it was
impossible for Mbeki to
take all of them. This
went on into the depths
of the night on Satur-
day.

I had a sermon that
Sunday, but by then we
had spoken about all
that needed to be done. 

The president would
have to carefully con-
template his letter of
resignation in the light
of the constitutional
challenges. Then he

would have to write his speech for the
Sunday night’s broadcast.

That Sunday’s church service referred
to the national crisis only in prayers and
intercession. In the tradition of my con-
gregation over the years, we have been
careful not to use the church for party

political matters. Government business,
yes, but not party politics. At the end of
the service, they released me and wished
me God’s blessings, wisdom and guid-
ance.

On our way back, I received a call con-
veying another disturbing message: they
want the president’s resignation letter
that day. I lost it.

Since the president had decided to
resign voluntarily in response to his
recall, there was no need to put unreason-
able deadlines on the letter of resigna-
tion. Once you start dictating as to when
the letter should be delivered, you could
be in sinking sand, as this would move
the status of the legitimate recall to that
of a coup, where a president is forced to
resign. And in our constitutional democ-
racy a president cannot be forced by a
party to resign outside the provisions of
the constitution.

Then I received another call. The pres-
ident agreed: we should give the Speaker
as required. 

He did not want anybody to think he
wanted to stay a day longer than his
party wished him to. If it is ngoku (now),
we must do it ngoku! To meet this dead-
line we had to ensure that the letter was
delivered to the Speaker of Parliament
and the chairwoman of the ANC, Baleka
Mbete, who was at Esselen Park, before
7pm.

One of the most disturbing aspects of
that challengingweekend was the danger-
ous blurring of lines between party and
state.

We had developed a well thought-out
process that would pass the test of consti-
tutionality, and the next step should have
been for Mbeki and Parliament to agree
on Monday to follow the correct
processes to effect the resignation. 

After some clarification, it turned out
the president only had to tender his res-
ignation to Parliament. 

Mbeki still needed to brief the cabinet
directly that same day. The atmosphere
was dark. Some ministers and deputy
ministers could not hide their tears.
Some showed anger. Others were numb.
And the discussions remain classified.  

Then we had to turn our attention to
the draft speech for that evening. And in
his usual way, Mbeki asked us to read it,
proof-read it and respond. It was very
much his speech.

On Monday morning I had an appoint-
ment I could not change: I was scheduled
to speak in Benoni at a workshop on Zim-

babwe organised by the Lutheran World
Federation. But Mbeki was meeting at
the same time with the command struc-
tures of the security establishment.

Meanwhile, he received a letter from
the Speaker informing him that his res-
ignation would be effective from Septem-
ber 25, and that a new president would be
sworn in at 11am the same day.

The president asked me as the secre-
tary to the cabinet to convene the last cab-
inet meeting for late Wednesday after-
noon so he could bid farewell to his
colleagues. Yet it was clear from the
Speaker's letter that there was no room
for himto say goodbyeto Parliament.

It became very important then to
organise a farewell function for the staff
in the presidency, but the only day this
could be done was Friday – the day after
Mbeki would have left office. This would
require consultations with the new pres-
ident who was not yet in office, but as the
ANC had already announced it had nom-
inated Kgalema Motlanthe, I consulted
him and graciously he said he did not see
a problem with this.

Then we had to deploy staff in Cape
Town to prepare for Motlanthe’s swear-
ing-in, which was fixed for 2pm on Thurs-
day, to be followed by the swearing-in of
a new deputy president and new minis-
ters and deputy ministers on the Friday
afternoon. This was because Phumzile
Mlambo-Ngcuka, who had been Mbeki’s
deputy president, had resigned along
with some ministers after the decision to
remove him.

The ANC called on Cabinet members
not to leave, to ensure stability in govern-
ment. Meetings were arranged to per-
suade them to stay, and some changed
their minds, but others maintained their
positions. 

By the Tuesday morning, it was
becoming clear to me that I was on my
own. Neither the outgoing president nor
the ANC party presidential nominee
could make decisions to assist in manag-
ing the transitional processes. Mbeki
was hesitant to make decisions about
matters that went beyond the currency of
his office. 

Motlanthe had no constitutional pow-
ers to determine what should happen yet.
So I found myself in a position which
reminded me of Steve Biko’s famous
expression: “Black man, you are on your
own.”

But here, it was the Secretary of Cab-
inet and the head of the Presidency.

As he lies
bleeding…
Mbeki’s party
demands an
immediate
resignation,
sans sentiment.
The mood is
dark as the
leadership
displays its
tears and fears.
And Frank
Chikane feels
very much on
his own…

IN WITH THE NEW: ANC leader Jacob Zuma, sits next to his deputy Kgalema Motlanthe
during a media briefing in Joburg on September 22, 2008. The ANC had decided that
Motlanthe would become South Africa’s caretaker leader. PICTURE: REUTERS
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Tomorrow ...
It’s dog-eat-dog and 

the end of the 
trenches

EDITOR: JANET SMITH

WE WON’T TAKE IT! Mbeki supporters march to Parliament protesting against his axing. PICTURE: CINDY WAXA FINAL CURTAIN: Mbeki prepares for his last presidential address.
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POLOKWANE:
The secrets, lies and even those knives

PENSIVE: Thabo Mbeki listens to Kgalema Motlanthe, then secretary-general of the ANC, before the opening of the Polokwane conference, which turned out to be more about ousting Mbeki than anything else. PICTURE: REUTERS

T
he post-Polokwane leader-
ship of the ANC had decided
to deploy one of its own to
the Presidency to take care of
its interests in mid-2008, and

Comrade Kgalema Motlanthe was desig-
nated for this role.

He became a minister in the
Presidency at a time when the post-
Polokwane leadership had a deep dis-
trust of Thabo Mbeki.

The reality is that Polokwane did not
radically change the policies of the ANC
relating to governance. The normal lan-
guage of change and continuity was used
there to indicate that there was no inter-
ruption in the overall thrust, which was
to achieve the broad objectives of the
ANC: to better the lives of the people.

A closer analysis of what happened at
Polokwane will show that it was more
about the removal of Mbeki than a
change of policy. In fact, there were those
who were mobilised almost entirely to
achieve that objective, who focused only
on strategies around getting rid of the
man and not on guiding principles.

In the commission where I partici-
pated at Polokwane, one could feel their
presence. They used any discussions on
any policy matter to make the point they
wanted to make about Mbeki. Most of the
time spent by that commission was
wasted by extraneous statements that
had no bearing on the actual theme.

Of course there were some who
believed the end of Mbeki would mean a
change in the policies of the ANC, as they
saw him as the barrier between them and
the advancement of their ideals. 

Many of those who held this view
came from the alliance partners and not
necessarily from within the ANC. So
although there were no major shifts at
Polokwane, there were great expecta-
tions around what would happen once
Mbeki was gone.

Those who had these expectations
believed it would be easier to influence
the post-Polokwane leadership, but what
was missed here is that no one could
change policies in the ANC without going
back to the national conference for its
approval.

This would not be as easy as people
thought, and it is that misunderstanding
that has delivered tensions between the
ANC and the alliance partners.

Of course, the cabinet still comprised
mostly disciplined members of the ANC.
So a crude view was that there was a
fear by some who wanted Mbeki out
that there would be “looting” before his
administration left office. That perspec-
tive was held by those who believed his
cabinet was full of enemies of the Polok-
wane crusade, and because of this fear,
they had to deploy someone they trusted. 

It felt like a propaganda strategy – to
present the Mbeki government as cor-
rupt so as to legitimise a “takeover”. One
cabinet member expressed shock at this
and said it could only have been meant to
hurt. And the hurt was indeed deep. 

Post-Polokwane, some members of

the ANC had deteriorated to a level
where one could rightly say it was dog-
eat-dog. The willingness to harm each
other killed the comradeship that had
existed when people were in the trenches
together.

The fact is that Mbeki’s cabinet was
appointed in consultation with the ANC
on the principles of clean government.
The integrity of the cabinet was critical.
Corruption was dealt with immediately.

History will show Mbeki carried the
flag and was tripped just before he
crossed the winning line on those issues.

A more rational reason for deploying
Motlanthe was the need for him to be an
understudy in government, to make sure
there was a smooth transition from the
Mbeki administration to that of Zuma. 

The alternative view treated the
changeover as radical change – as if it
was from one hostile party to another. It
was spoken of as if a whole government
would be removed to make room for a
completely new one.

If this was to have happened, it would
indeed have removed any institutional
memory or expertise. A picture was
painted by some of an advancing Polok-
wane brigade where every cadre
deployed in the government at the time of
Mbeki was an enemy of the post-Polok-
wane ANC.

It is this that turned a number of com-
rades into targets or victims of some peo-
ple post the 2009 election. That story,
which has not been properly told yet,
presents an organisation that began to
feed on its own.

Yet, it is common cause that Mot-
lanthe was inserted into this scene with-
out believing in any of these arguments,
which raised doubts about the integrity
of the cabinet. 

There were almost six months of
debate before he agreed to join us. And
while this was going on, there were
media reports that some wanted to
remove Motlanthe from Luthuli House to
lessen his influence on the party. The
reports alleged that this was the objective
of those who had ambitions to be presi-
dent and saw him as a threat. They
wanted to keep him busy with gover-
nance issues.

It was also alleged that those who used
the tough political times to try to advance
their chances of being president after
Zuma even wished that Zuma’s corrup-
tion case would succeed to open that
space for them. 

This increased tensions in the post-

Polokwane leadership, which apparently
delayed the deployment of Comrade
Kgalema.

Ultimately, Mbeki appointed him as
an additional minister in the Presidency.
And when Mbeki was removed, the few
months Motlanthe had spent in the
government came in very handy. He used
his understanding of the cabinet to
seamlessly manage the transition.

Polokwane altered the emerging cul-
ture of the ANC in terms of managing
transition from one presidency to
another, as had happened from Nelson
Mandela to Mbeki. That transition in
1999 was well managed, with Mandela

deciding early on to transfer more
responsibilities to Mbeki as deputy.

This was in October 1995, when I was
persuaded to join the Presidency. The
plan was very clear: Mbeki had to deal
with the transformation of society and
the economy, and the day-to-day running
of the country, while Mandela dealt with
broader issues of reconciliation as
expected in terms of the constitution.

The preamble elaborates. First, the
government had to heal divisions and
establish a society based on human rights.
Secondly, it was to build a united South
Africa able to take its rightful place in the
world. 

This is what Mandela focused on, and
did very well, while Mbeki was in the
engine room of governance.

My task was to create capacity to man-
age government, develop policies and
monitor implementation. The major
entity created for that was the Policy Unit
under Joel Netshitenzhe.

Eighteen months or so before the polls
in 1999, Mbeki was elected president of
the ANC at the Mafikeng conference. It is
here where he was asked whether he was
ready to step into the boots of Mandela.
He made a joke of it and said Mandela’s
boots were “too ugly” for him.

Many took it as a joke, but others
chose it to mean a mockery. What Mbeki
was really saying was that he could never
be Mandela even if he tried. But those of
us who worked with Mbeki as deputy
president remember it as a season of the
question about what would happen after
Mandela, as if there was going to be a
huge gap and that “another Mandela”
had to be found to succeed him.

This question was asked more by for-
eigners and white South Africans than it
was by blacks – for obvious reasons. Man-
dela had been promoted as the only
embodiment of reconciliation; the only
one ready to accommodate the interests
of whites. Even his protestations that the
policies he followed were policies of the
ANC fell on deaf ears, because those
who chose this line of questioning had
convinced themselves he was out of step
with the ANC.

Even if Mbeki was a man of his own
mind, the path he took was also within
the policy framework of the ANC, and
that’s why the transition from Mandela to
Mbeki was managed effectively.

The transition from Mbeki to Mot-
lanthe, on the other hand, was abrupt,
sad and unexpected. No plans had been
put in place for that eventuality. And
because of the urgency, there was no time
for Motlanthe to find his own boots and
test them. He had to get into Mbeki’s
boots to complete his mission.

This was a “holding operation”, so
Motlanthe would focus more on delivery
than waste time on activities to profile
him as a possible alternative to the pres-
idency come April 2009. He presented
himself as a classical cadre of the move-
ment – all about the people rather than
himself, friends or family.

But when he came in, there was
urgent cabinet business, including the
regional multilateral issues like being
chair of the Southern African Develop-

ment Community (SADC) and a member
of its troika which dealt with politics and
security. This made him directly respon-
sible for the Zimbabwe matter, the emi-
nent African Union Conference on the
African Diaspora and many other issues.

It was amazing for me to see the speed
with which he mastered his roles as chair
of SADC, immediately providing leader-
ship on the complex and controversial
matter of Zimbabwe. Unfortunately, the
diaspora conference had to be postponed
as the political climate was not con-
ducive, but on these matters he operated
as if he were a twin to Mbeki. It did not
matter who the leader was, as long as
they were genuine cadres of the ANC.

We had to deal with my contract,
which would end the following month, in
October 2008, and on this Motlanthe took
the same position as Mbeki. I painstak-
ingly explained my reasons for wanting
to let it end, but we agreed I would stay on
a new short-term contract to assist with
the transition after the 2009 elections.

This kind of thing did not endear Mot-
lanthe to some. There were noises about
the renewal of contracts and there were
calls for a moratorium on the appoint-
ments of new directors-general and other
senior officials. 

Everything was seen as an act of defi-
ance against the spirit of Polokwane by
those who felt that way, but interestingly,
these views were never translated into
official positions of the ANC.

Facts did not matter. What mattered
was emotion. It did not take long after the
election of Motlanthe as president before
he was made a target for vicious political
and personal attacks. These came from
“faceless” leaders allegedly from the
ANC, and “sources” which the media
relied on. 

When used repeatedly, these “leaders”
and “sources” began to assume a level
of authority, and soon the media was part
of the strategy to attack Motlanthe’s
integrity.

For example, some media had an issue
with the fact that he did not take a differ-
ent position on Zimbabwe from Mbeki,
failing to understand that he was chair of
SADC, acting on its behalf. Its position
had not changed.

In truth, the ANC’s model of leader-
ship just did not fit into the Western
forms of leadership which the media was
using. In the ANC, the party determines
policy and not the individual.

Attacks also came from alliance part-
ners who felt Motlanthe was not vigor-
ously promoting policy positions they
believed would be adopted if Mbeki was
removed. Vulgar party dynamics pro-
duced these attacks. 

So the growth in Motlanthe’s stature,
because he was so effective within gov-
ernment, worried some – especially those
with presidential ambitions. 

And a mere three months after Mot-
lanthe had assumed office, more and
more negative voices began to emerge.
We could only assume the echoes would
get louder.

LOOMING
LARGE:
Jacob Zuma
and Thabo
Mbeki at
the ANC
Polokwane
Conference,
where
there was
no real
change in
ANC policy
– but the
start of a
sinister
sense of
change of
members’
attitudes
towards
each other.
PICTURE: AP

It was a  raging cauldron – complete with a taste for
blood, a thirst for power and a party-sized serving 

of vengeance… all served cold

THE CHIKANE FILES
Tomorrow ...

How Jacob Zuma offered to step down 
and what happened next

EDITOR: JANET SMITH
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T
HABO MBEKI never got a
chance to go to Cape Town
and clear his office or the offi-
cial residence at Genaden-
dal. In the days before

Kgalema Motlanthe was sworn in as
president, there was no time for him to go
to Cape Town.

So, being uncertain of what would
happen after midnight on Wednesday –
the day before Motlanthe’s swearing-in
ceremony – staff at Tuynhuys and at
Genadendal were instructed to pack his
personal belongings and those of the
family and arrange for transportation
to Gauteng.

After midnight on Wednesday, the
president could not be moved by the air
force without permission from the new
president. So one of the first issues I had
to deal with when I met Motlanthe after
he had been sworn in was to get permis-
sion for Mbeki to be flown to Cape Town
to deal with his possessions himself.

Again, Motlanthe was very gracious.
He did not even think that the former
president needed his permission to do so.
But in the end, Mbeki himself was just
not able to do it. He found it awkward,
perhaps painful.

There were so many distractions. His
last cabinet meeting, on Wednesday, Sep-
tember 24, 2008, started in the late after-
noon and went on into the evening. It was
even more moving than the previous
Sunday meeting on September 21 when
Mbeki had announced to his ministers
that he had resigned.

As cabinet business is classified, one
is not able to tell the whole story, but
three things can be said.

The first is that Mbeki kept to the
reason he had wanted the meeting in the
first place: to bid farewell. Classic Mbeki,
it was done in a carefully written text
which expressed his feelings.

The responses are unfortunately also
classified. But even when the minutes are
eventually declassified, the emotions
expressed – which filled the cabinet room
– will not be in the text. Emotions cannot
be captured in minutes.

The second thing was that an update
on the appeal against the Judge Chris
Nicholson judgment was presented.
Papers had been served, and it was
understood that the matter would be
pursued after Mbeki left office. Thirdly,
the cabinet was given an opportunity to
designate one of its own to act as presi-
dent from midnight that night to the next
day, when the new president would be
elected and sworn in, and minister Ivy
Matsepe-Casaburri was so chosen.

After that meeting, most of us had
to catch late-night and early-morning
flights to be at Parliament in Cape Town
on time the following day. The anguish of
leaving Mbeki in Pretoria while he was
still a serving president was written in
the faces of many.

Those who had resigned in solidarity
felt more loyal. They stayed for a little
while longer. Those who had not resigned,
but still had great respect for him, hurt.
Many shook hands with him, others
hugged him and some shed tears.

As the secretary of the cabinet, I had
to wait until everyone had said their
goodbyes, and only once there was this
silence, and that flood of emotion had
quietly disappeared with the people we
knew so well, did I take a walk with him.

This is a time when I had to act not
only as a director-general and a secretary
of the cabinet, but also as a pastor and,
importantly, as a comrade. I had never
felt as great a tension as I did then
between these different sides of myself.

As a pastor, I believed I needed to be
close to him. At the same time, every-
thing happening in Cape Town also
hinged on me.

Did I have an option to resign? The
answer was, categorically, no. It did not
matter how much loyalty one had to
Mbeki as the president or as a person and
comrade, as the DG, the secretary of the
cabinet, the secretary of the National
Security Council and chair of the NSC
DGs committee, I had crucial state
responsibilities. The president had com-
manded stability, and the transition had
to be managed sensitively.

Besides, as the chairperson of the
Forum of South African Directors-Gen-
eral, I also had to be exemplary. I had
asked the DGs to remain in their posts,
especially where ministers had resigned,
such as in Health. But at the time I left for
Cape Town, the president was still the
president and I had to be loyal to him
until the very last second.

But there was so much to do around
Motlanthe. I had to find out whether his
family would attend the ceremony on
Thursday so that we could make the
necessary arrangements. I asked about
other guests he might have wanted to
invite. But Motlanthe declined.

The circumstances were difficult. He
did not think the swearing-in ceremony
should be in any way celebratory. His
task, he believed, was simply to ensure
there was no disruption of the govern-
ment’s work during the transition lead-
ing up to the next elections in seven or so
months. Perhaps this will answer the
question some people asked as to why we
did not arrange a normal inauguration
ceremony as we have done following
each election since 1994.

So, after those private moments with
Mbeki, I left the Union Buildings to catch
a late-night flight to Cape Town, and
arrived at my official apartment at
Reigersdal around midnight, when his
presidency ended. From then on I was

under the command of acting president
Matsepe-Casaburri until the swearing-in. 

I found the mood at Tuynhuys the
next day to be melancholy. I had been
dealing mostly with Presidency staff at
the Union Buildings, so I hadn’t experi-
enced this gloominess in Cape Town. The
people there were anxious, but there was
very little time.

In Parliament, the election, which
was conducted by Pius Langa, went with-
out any serious issue. The next event
would be the swearing-in ceremony, for
which I had to take responsibility. I
received the chief justice and ushered
him into a holding room, where he
enrobed himself. We rehearsed, and
when he was satisfied, I went ahead to
ensure that president-elect Motlanthe
was also happy with the script.

Invited guests were already seated in
the cabinet room. I took to the podium
and announced the arrival of Motlanthe
and the chief justice, and after welcom-
ing the guests, I handed over to the chief
justice to swear in the president. After
that, I led Motlanthe to his office.

This was another very emotional
moment for me. I had to take the new
president into the office which Mbeki
had not been given an opportunity to

clear up. He had not even seen the condi-
tion in which it was left.

Strong feelings were expressed by a
staff member who saw me leading Mot-
lanthe to that office. It felt, they said, like
a coup d’etat. I was told a little later that
the person went away and cried bitterly,
and when I heard this, I called them to
talk. They explained that it was not only
the distress of seeing Mbeki’s office
being taken by another person so sud-
denly, but also their concern for how I
might be feeling. They asked me: How
could they make you do this?

That day I found myself having to
comfort several others who also needed
counselling, while I was indeed manag-
ing my own pain.

Fortunately Motlanthe had been a
minister in the Presidency. The staff
knew him and, in any case, the trauma
was not about him.

The speech he presented to Parlia-
ment that afternoon was very states-
manlike. It focused on the need for stabil-
ity. There could be no negative impact on
service delivery, especially for the poor.

It was reassuring. It continued with
the themes of Mbeki.

Once that was done, we had to discuss
his plans for the appointment of minis-
ters and deputy ministers to fill the va-
cancies after the resignations. Motlanthe
finalised the list by the evening so that
we could extend invitations to the
appointees and their families for another

swearing-in ceremony the very next day,
on Friday afternoon. This meant I had to
leave for Gauteng again. We would per-
form those rites at the seat of govern-
ment back in Pretoria.

Friday was the seventh day after the
recall of Mbeki, and my adrenalin levels
were low. My energy levels were almost
zero. I had to pull myself out of bed.

There was also the farewell function
for Mbeki, his former deputy Phumzile
Mlambo-Ngcuka and former minister in
the Presidency Essop Pahad – all of
whom had resigned.

It lay ahead, scheduled for lunchtime
at the Bryntirion Estate, and I knew it
would not be easy on the heart.

As the head of the Presidency, I was
the host, and in terms of protocol, I had
to be at the marquee before the guests
of honour arrived.

Again, it was a moment where people
would greet you and then burst into
tears. It was as if there had been a death
and there was mourning for a lost one.
I went in there strong, although I was
weak. I too struggled against the tears
pushing hard to come out.

The first to arrive was Pahad, followed
by Mlambo-Ngcuka. Then came Mr and
Mrs Mbeki. The response of the staff and

other guests was mixed. Some ululated.
Others wept. It was complex. A few
speeches were made. People spoke about
wisdom, commitment, service and lead-
ership. In response, Mbeki urged the staff
to remain loyal to the state.

I couldn’t stay for lunch. I had to be
excused, together with a few critical staff
involved in preparing for the swearing-in
ceremony that afternoon.

But we would end the week with a full
cabinet again, even if I found myself in
an invidious situation. The risk of my
being misunderstood here was very high.
My presence could raise questions of
divided loyalties.

But, fortunately, Motlanthe was above
all these petty issues. He focused imme-
diately on the broader responsibilities.
He understood my role, and an important
part of it on that day was to explain the
next step for Mbeki.

So by early evening, I arrived at
Mahlamba Ndlopfu and found the former
president with his special advisers, advo-
cate Mojanku Gumbi and Titus Mafolo,
and their support staff, who were still at
the service of the former president in
terms of relevant regulations.

Special advisers to political office-
bearers remain in office for a month after
their principal has left, and they were
thus still my responsibility.

We went through all the issues that
affected Mbeki and the family in relation
to the end of his term. These ranged from
staying in the house for 60 days while
preparing to move, releasing the Cape
Town house as soon as possible, keeping
two secretaries and researchers, securing
a 120m² office, getting office furniture
and organising telephones, and so on.

Fortunately the Mbeki family had
already bought a house in Joburg, which
was being prepared for occupation by
April the following year. Now they were
forced to fast-track to move in within two
months – five months earlier than
expected. While this was happening, an
over-enthusiastic staffer at Public Works,
who wanted to be in the good books of
those who were taking over, planned to
get Mbeki to leave Mahlamba Ndlopfu
before the stipulated time in the regula-
tory framework. This had to be stopped
with the consent of Motlanthe.

At this time, one could not help reflect-
ing on the years that had already passed,
when support for one person or another
had become the determining factor. By
the middle of the decade, many ANC
leaders and members had begun to oper-
ate as if they were different parties,
within the same party. Some were schem-
ing against each other. They were strate-
gising. Others were ready to lie or distort
facts as long as this advanced their
course or objective.

One of the greatest lies apparently
unravelled behind the scenes at the July
2005 general council meeting of the ANC.
What the public was made to believe was
that the general council had reinstated
the party’s deputy president, Jacob
Zuma, against a decision of the national
executive committee (NEC).

This in itself had been dramatic.
There was intense controversy. This
event was of course rolling out at a time
when Zuma was under tremendous pres-
sure because of the legal action being
taken or threatened against him.

Yet the reality, as it was presented to
me, is not quite the same as that official
report.

The truth, as I can recollect, is that
Comrade Zuma had decided to stand
down as deputy president of the ANC – at
least for a while – to give him a chance to
focus on the case against him.

And the NEC had reluctantly accepted
his chosen path after a long meeting
which went into the early hours.

One comrade who attended one of the
group discussions at the general council
came to me during one of the breaks. He
was disgusted. He said he could not
believe the level to which comrades had
lowered themselves. Apparently another
meeting had been held at which it was
agreed to reinforce a lie that the NEC had
suspended or removed Zuma from his
position. Meanwhile, they knew very
well that this was not the case.

And so it happened that, also by agree-
ment, one of them would take the plat-
form and call for Zuma’s reinstatement.
The expectation was that he would then
be asked to respond and accept their plea.

My comradesaid to me: “Watch it, and
you will see this being played out.”

And it did. It was like a choreo-
graphed show, and regrettably, not a sin-
gle member of the NEC was bold enough
to stand up and stop the lie. It felt as if
everyone froze on stage.

The aftermath of this general council
was challenging for me as director-gen-
eral in the Presidency and for Comrade
Kgalema as the secretary-general of the
ANC. It was a crisis that necessitated an
urgent meeting between the two of us,
which was held in August that year at a
lodge, where we spent two difficult hours
together to find solutions.

We agreed that the singular issue
which had brought the ANC to where it
was related to the corruption allegations
against Zuma. We agreed too that this
had the potential to do damage to the
ANC and impact negatively on the coun-
try. We believed that it would be a tragedy,
an incalculable pain, if Zuma were to be
found guilty and sent back to jail – a place
he had known well during the Struggle. 

So, in this regard, we agreed that if we
could help it, we would rather not want
to see him put behind bars.

ENTER STAGE RIGHT, MR ZUMA

MAIN ACTOR: While the tide was turning with the swearing-in of Kgalema Motlanthe as the country’s new president, and mixed emotions abounded
as staff and comrades had to let Thabo Mbeki go, Jacob Zuma, pictured, was memorising his script for an entirely new role.   PICTURE: AP

The scene was set, 
the lines carefully
rehearsed, the actors
cued… and the
performance 
was remarkably
convincing. But 
today Frank Chikane
brings down the
curtain on a show 
that had SA fooled

THE CHIKANE FILES
Tomorrow ...

The painful changing of the guard and 
how the tide turned against a new President
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We agreed that the singular issue which had brought the ANC to 
where it was, related to the corruption allegations against Zuma. We 
agreed too that this had the potential to do damage to the ANC ...
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THE ENEMY WITHIN

UNRUFFLED: Every attempt was made to undermine and unsettle Kgalema Motlanthe, but he came through his time as president with flying colours.

J
ACOB ZUMA could not go to
jail. We were sure that could
not happen. We wrestled with
our choices, and we battled
with the hard truths around

how a president should behave under
such political hardships.

By 2006, the challenges facing the
ANC were enormous. Was there a way in
which we could ensure that the deputy
president of the ANC did not end up in
prison without violating the law or inter-
fering with the course of justice?

The answer was no. Our constitu-
tional democracy would not allow it.
Many people later referred to cases in the
US, Britain and France which suggested
that Thabo Mbeki, as president, could
have intervened. The problem with these
comparisons was that they compared
apples with oranges.

The reality is that our constitution
does not allow interventions by the pres-
ident or the executive in processes which
are in court already. At best, the presi-
dent could consider pardoning Zuma at
the end of the trial. We agreed we did not
have the luxury of time to wait until the
end of this trial.

Another option was a plea bargain,
which would end the trial without going
through the pain. This seemed to be the
best option as it could be done within the
law, but the challenge was that there was
no guarantee that such an arrangement
would not end up with Zuma still serving
a term in prison. There was also the con-
cern that a term in prison without the
option of a fine would disqualify him
from being elected to Parliament.

This would make him feel that those
who did not want him to be president
would have achieved their objectives.

But whatever the challenges, ANC
secretary-general Kgalema Motlanthe
was really the only one who could engage
the deputy president of the party on such
a matter, and find possible ways in which
the matter could could be settled.

It was 2006 when Comrade Kgalema
and I again talked seriously about the
anguish drifting through the movement. 

And then we began to seriously dis-
cuss a critical hardship. We needed older
comrades who could assist us in dealing
with what was emerging in public as a
destructive relationship between Mbeki
and Zuma. It was threatening to shatter
the ANC from within and harm its repu-
tation outside.

We lamented the fact that our older,
revered comrades, like OR Tambo, Govan
Mbeki and Walter Sisulu, had passed
away. These were people of true sub-
stance – people to whom both Mbeki and
Zuma would have listened. Now the only
person of that stature who was still avail-
able to us was Nelson Mandela.

We worried about his age, but we felt
we had no choice. So Comrade Kgalema
and I discussed ways in which we could
reach out to him.

Then the bomb hit. The fake e-mails
saga exploded into public view.

We could instantly see what its inten-
tion was and, yes, it would quickly
achieve its objective – to sow distrust
among ANC members and further
deepen divisions. Once that impact was
felt, it was almost impossible for us to
pick up the pieces. My quiet discussions
with Comrade Kgalema were over.

Whoever designed the fake e-mails
strategy had also succeeded in driving

a wedge between me and Motlanthe.
We could no longer continue with our
project of finding solutions to the great-
est challenge facing the ANC.

Two years later, Motlanthe was presi-
dent, and he was having to deal with the
matter of my contract, which was due to
end the month after he entered office, in
October 2008. He wanted me to change
my decision about not extending, so we
agreed on a new, short-term contract.

And it had to be specific. I was there
to assist the government with the man-
agement of the transitional processes
leading to the establishment of the new
government after the elections. Mot-
lanthe only wanted stability. He only
wanted the path to be smooth.

I had to brief him then also about
the contracts of other directors-general
which were due to expire during the
transition period, between January and
August 2009. Changes could affect the
performance of the government.

The standard approach to such mat-
ters was that in our system – which is dif-
ferent from the presidential system of
the US and the Commonwealth system in
its traditional form – contracts were not
tied down to the term of office of politi-
cal office-bearers, be they ministers, the
deputy president or even the president. 

Rather, the renewal of contracts of
directors-general was based on the needs
of the state and also on the performance
of the people in the job.

Motlanthe stuck with this and, in so
doing, did not endear himself in some
quarters within the ANC. But he was
strong, always keeping the ANC presi-
dent, Zuma, abreast at a party level about
these decisions and developments. Only
once the election date was announced
and party candidates were declared – par-
ticularly presidential candidates – were
formal consultative processes relating to
transitional matters established, and this
allowed the Presidency to understand
and anticipate changes that might be

made if the ANC won.
The attacks on Motlanthe intensified.
Members of the party should have

known that the reality was that there was
no way he could have undone what
Mbeki had done in the government, as
this was a programme agreed upon by
the ruling party. An elaborate pro-
gramme of action (POA) had been devel-
oped to ensure that all the commitments
the ruling party had made at the last elec-
tions were met before the end of the term
of the present administration.

This POA had been designed to pro-
duce maximum effect, bearing in mind
there was the psychological milestone of
15 years of rule by an ANC government
which had to show results. And there was
a personal factor in that the legacy of
Mbeki was important. Effective govern-
ment would show this off, and when Mot-
lanthe took over, he had to start where
Mbeki had ended, and continue with the
programme that was in place.

This doggedness of the new president
elicited vicious attacks from “faceless”
leaders of the ANC who made sure their
campaign got into the media. It was
orchestrated, and when it was unleashed,
Motlanthe’s personal life was savagely
thrown into the public sphere. This was
wicked. He had tried so hard to keep that
part of himself away from the media.
Now, they questioned everything.

Where were his wife and children?
No one had seen them in public. The
“sources” got the media to speculate

about an apparent estrangement between
him and his family. Was he staying with
them? Soon the media were camping at
the house where they thought Mrs Mot-
lanthe stayed. Then, in mid-January 2009,
the story about a secretary at the ANC
emerged.

It was alleged Motlanthe had had an
affair or a child with her. And at this
point, the reporting deteriorated into
gutter journalism – and gutter politics.
For some time, the ANC itself went
quiet. It didn’t comment on what was
happening to Motlanthe until the situa-
tion was so outrageous that it could no
longer remain silent.

The attacks would now include some
of those who worked with Mbeki and
were still in the President’s Office. Those
same “sources” would now accuse me
and advocate Mojanku Gumbi, in partic-
ular, of being the key officials who were
misleading Motlanthe.

Yet there was a critical anomaly. At
the time this accusation was levelled,
Gumbi had long left the Presidency. She
had already served her one-month notice
after the removal of Mbeki, and left our
office at the end of October 2008.

On my side, the pain was that I had
managed the transition from Mbeki to
Motlanthe as the director-general in the
Presidency and the secretary of the
cabinet as professionally as I could. I had
carefully avoided expressing my views
and feelings about it. I had acted as a
classic, loyal public servant.

Now we were becoming targets of the
“faceless” leaders in the ANC when some
within it began to differ with their own,
new president. 

What shocked me most was that not
a single official of the party came to our
defence by denouncing these faceless
“leaders” who were managing some
people in the media.

I discussed this matter with Mot-
lanthe, and he was as surprised as I was.
He said he had been convinced by Janu-
ary 2008 already that there were people
out there determined to impact nega-
tively on his integrity, for whatever rea-
son, but probably to promote their own
cause. He indicated to me that he would
deal with the matter within the ANC.

I decided to deal with it too, also at
a party level. So I wrote a letter to the
secretary-general, Comrade Gwede Man-
tashe, in my capacity not as an official of
the government but as a member of the
ANC. I told him graphically of my con-
cerns and said I was terribly aggrieved.
“Faceless” leaders, again, were
lashingout at me and my former col-
league for no reason other than the fact
that we were serving our people to the
best of our abilities, and they did this in
the name of my own organisation.

I raised with him the fact that I had
not applied for a job in government in
1995, and indeed I reminded him that I
had been reluctant to accept the plea
from the leadership of the ANC, believ-
ing that my calling was more about being
an advocate for the oppressed rather
than to be a civil servant. I told him I sim-
ply did not understand why the ANC saw
me as its target just because I had worked
with Mbeki. The same was now happen-
ing with Motlanthe.

Mantashe was very quick in his
response to my letter. He offered a meet-
ing immediately, and came to my home in
Soweto to discuss the matter. I expressed
my appreciation for the trouble he had
taken. And then I asked him again:

other than serving the people, what had
I done to deserve this?

In his typical Gwede Mantashe lingua
franca and mannerisms, he said: “Wena

Mfundisi, awenzanga luthu, Uyabethwa

nje… uyabethwa!” This is hard to trans-
late. The closest meaning is: “You, Rev-
erend, have done nothing. You just get
beaten for no reason.”

So, it was clear. We were the punching
bags. If it was not “madi a kgofa”, then
we should have been told what it was.

Even discussions with other leaders of
the ANC could not produce a single
appropriate reason why we should have
deserved these attacks – at least not at an
official level. But the unhappiness with
Motlanthe began to mirror what we had
experienced when Mbeki was president.

Post-Polokwane, there was a dispro-
portionate effort to limit Mbeki’s role in
government, although this proved to be
very difficult. The reason was to turn
him into the lame duck, which is how
some media then portrayed him. These
were plots to diminish his stature.

We saw how a major area of contesta-
tion around Mbeki was his State of the
Nation address. There were serious
attempts before he was removed to
ensure that he did not have one in Febru-
ary 2009, but this was an arduous task for
those who pursued this campaign, as he
would have had to speak as long as he
remained president. To get around this
challenge, there was an effort to bring
forward the election date to ensure there
would be no address from Mbeki. There
was also an effort to ensure that he was
not president by the time Freedom Day
was celebrated.

The same happened with Motlanthe.
Part of the drive to unsettle him would
include efforts to make sure he did not
get an opportunity to present a State of
the Nation address.

What made me respect Motlanthe
more than ever was that he was not dis-
tracted by all these slurs and sideshows. 

Amid all of that, he kept his head
high, focusing on the tasks at hand. He
did so with dignity. But this was also to be
his Achilles heel. His success in complet-
ing Mbeki’s term angered those who
wanted Mbeki and his legacy obliterated,
buried and forgotten. But there was no
other way of completing the ruling
party’s election commitments of 2004
without completing what Mbeki had
already started.

Once the date of the elections was
announced, the president’s authority was
eroded more with each passing day.

Almost every decision that had to be
made had to be in consultation with
Zuma. Although Motlanthe was deployed
in government, a committee was consti-
tuted in Luthuli House, and the details
of transitional processes relating to the
changes which the new government
intended to make were stage-managed
from there.

Preparations for the transition
reached their climax by February 2009. I
had managed such transitional processes
in 1994, 1999 and 2004. An agreement was
reached that we needed a manual to avoid
future governments reinventing the
wheel and wasting state resources.

But, interestingly, what proved to be
more challenging was Zuma’s inaugura-
tion ceremony, fixed for May 9. Even the
invitations and the prayers would not be
handled with the grace these deserved.

Motlanthe’s
success in

completing Mbeki’s
term angered those
who wanted Mbeki
and his legacy
obliterated, buried
and forgotten. But
there was no other
way of completing
the ... 2004 election
commitments without
completing what
Mbeki had started. 
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ACOB ZUMA’S inauguration
had been fixed for May 9, and
it should have been quite sim-
ple to arrange – in a normal
democracy.

If we had been in one, we public ser-
vants would have pored over the manual
without even knowing who would be
elected. Once candidates were nomi-
nated, we would have started to consult.
Our only interest would have been in the
real prospects and, if they won, what
they would have liked to see happen and
who they would invite.

In our case, this was not to be. The
focus of the ruling party was on restruc-
turing of the government rather than on
the transitional processes or ceremonial
issues. It had appointed a transitional
team to deal with proposed structural
and institutional changes around the
cabinet and portfolios, and state assets
and their management.

But President Kgalema Motlanthe
nonetheless kept Zuma, the president of
the ANC and its candidate for the Union
Buildings, informed all the way. Luthuli
House’s transitional team began to show
an interest in the ceremonial issues only
about three weeks before the inaugura-
tion. There were three main concerns.

Invitations would have to be sent out
to international guests who were close
to the ruling party and South African
guests who had supported it. Seating
arrangements and protocol matters were
absolutely critical. And then there would
be some wrestling over the interfaith-
prayers section of the ceremony, which
had become a feature of major state
ceremonies in democratic South Africa.

At that late stage, we certainly had
a time constraint on the matter of invita-
tions. There would of course be the
expected international protocol issues,
including dealing with the usual diplo-
matic sensitivities, but this was handled
without any serious challenges. 

I was surprised though that the mat-
ter of interfaith prayers became an issue.
I would have thought that should have
been the most straightforward of our
demands. Standard arrangements were
that all the major faith communities
were lit up on a panel of leaders invited
to lead the gathering in prayer, and the
National Religious Leaders’ Forum
(NRLF), which was the most representa-
tive of all the faiths in South Africa, was
requested to provide names of those who
would participate in the prayers.

The panel was expected to include one
person from each of the African tradi-
tional religions, the African indigenous
churches, the traditional mainstream
Christian churches, Islam and the Jewish
faith. Care is normally taken to ensure
that there is rotation from one inaugu-
ration to another among the different
traditions which share a faith stream.
Although each person selected to say
prayers has the freedom to pray the way
their religion prefers it, the prayers are
ultimately choreographed to keep within
protocol arrangements for the ceremony.

Suddenly, things were different.
The first message we received, pur-

portedly from the ruling party, was that
the panel should be changed as it was not
representative of the religious traditions
within South Africa. Of course, it would
be almost impossible to make it fully
representative.

The configuration we had was as rep-
resentative as one could have it. But after
a bit of probing, it became clear that the
issue was not about religious represen-
tivity after all, but about certain people
others wanted to see lead us in prayer.

This request created a difficulty for
us, as the arrangements for interfaith
prayers had to be done well in advance,
and involved consultations with the insti-
tutional structures representative of
these faiths. Also, at a state level, with-
drawing some clerics from the panel

without a good reason would be
problematic.

We referred the matter to Motlanthe,
who, after consultation, ruled that we
continue with the list that had already
been agreed upon.

At a leadership level, it was under-
stood that it would not be wise to anta-
gonise leading clerics of the faiths
affected.

The ANC, as a revolutionary party,
needed the support and co-operation of
all sectors of society to govern effectively.
This could not be based on whether a par-
ticularly person or interested group had
supported the party during the elections. 

Then came the matter of seating
arrangements for Thabo Mbeki. This,
too, should have been quite simple,
because protocol staff were expecting to
deal with Mbeki as a former president. 

It had apparently never occurred to
some of those who had participated
directly in seeing him removed from
office that they would have to relate to
him as a former president, in good stand-
ing with all the privileges that are the
right of former presidents.

The constitution specifically deals
with the status of presidents who were
removed from office either because of
“a serious violation of the constitution
or the law” or for “serious misconduct”.
In this case, such presidents would not
receive any benefits of that office, but
Mbeki was not removed on the basis of
these sections of the constitution.

He had resigned of his own accord,
based on the recall of his party, and his
resignation did not follow a motion of no
confidence in him by Parliament. So,
even if his being part of the ceremony
irked some, President Motlanthe and the
president of the ANC were firm about
this matter. Normal protocol would be fol-
lowed, whatever the peripheral feelings.
But then came an extraordinary event.

Motlanthe and Zuma had a discus-
sion, and a decision was made which had
an enormous impact on the country –
and on the international guests.

All the post-apartheid presidents
would be seated on the stage together
with the president and the president-
elect. This meant that former presidents
Mandela and Mbeki would sit side by
side, and the scene of those four men
apparently united in that way certainly
sent a positive message nationally and
globally. 

Despite everything that had hap-
pened, it demonstrated the maturity of
the ANC in dealing with difficult circum-
stances which could have destabilised the
country. It assured South Africans and
the world that the removal of Mbeki was
not going to lead to instability or chaos.
Whatever the anger and unhappiness on
both sides, the leadership had taken a
stand, beyond their personal interests, to
assure us of their commitment to peace.

The conferring of the prestigious
Order of Mapungubwe by Motlanthe on

Zuma as part of the handover ceremony
was also symbolic of peace – and this was
something which does not readily hap-
pen in many other African countries. 

There was a very telling observation
by one of the African heads of state after-
wards. He said it would be rare in Africa
for a president who had been in power for
only seven months to hand over power
like that. He quipped that, instead of the
conferring of the Mapungubwe Order,
the incumbent would have been harmed!

He believed too that the scene of three
former presidents and a new one
together on the stage was unique. It was
certainly dramatic.

“It can only happen in South Africa,”
he commented. And, indeed, it is true
that there are not many African coun-
tries which have former presidents in
their midst at all.

“Either they are dead or, if alive, are
in exile!” he rightly observed. It made me
once again appreciate our unique situa-
tion – it was possible, against all odds, for
our leaders to move beyond self-interest
for the common good.

In the same way that Mbeki had been
ready to leave office without any resist-
ance, Motlanthe was also ready to leave
the stage, and go home.

A few over-zealous apparatchiks had
demanded that Zuma be able to move into
Mahlamba Ndlopfu right after the inau-
guration for what they referred to as
“security reasons”. But this was unneces-
sary, and placed unreasonable demands
on Motlanthe.

Unfortunately, a message had reached
Motlanthe that he should pack up in the
morning, and he was indeed ready to do
that until we intervened. That would
have been irregular and unacceptable.

At that point, my role as director-
general became, as they say in Sesotho,
like a “thibang thibang” function. As
comrades, we had all been in the trenches

together. Now some of us were terribly
eager to cause pain. This “thibang

thibang” is very difficult to explain in
English. But the fact is that a lot of time
was spent stopping the acts of comrades
who were ready to hurt others.

Of course, in hindsight, I suspect it
might have been this “thibang thibang”

on my part that could have put me in
the bad books of those who have chosen
to block my career even outside the
public sector.

The rules about housing for presi-
dents, especially during the transition
period, are clear. Outgoing presidents
have 60 days to clear up and move
from the official residence. Normally, the
president releases one of the residences
– Cape Town or Pretoria – earlier, and
uses the other until the end of the two
months.

This made me think about other juris-
dictions and the way in which they
handle such transitions. The American
system is interesting. Their elections are
held at the beginning of November and
the new president is sworn in more than
two months later.

This gives outgoing presidents a
decent period in which to clear their
desks and move their belongings without
any pressure. Prescribing a particular
period also makes it possible for the pres-
ident-elect to be properly briefed before
they take over.

Our system does not provide for this.
A few months later I was still running
between Motlanthe and Mbeki, helping
them with the handover processes.

Throughout this time, I thought about
what had passed in the 13 years I had
been in government. I would soon move
on, although I would still work under
Zuma for almost two months in the
Presidency.

There had been so many complexities
during my time under Mbeki and Mot-
lanthe. These were indeed controversial,
to say the least. But, for now, one has to
say that, like Ghana’s great leader
Kwame Nkrumah, he sometimes walked
where angels feared to tread. Many have
forgotten that, aside from his personal
positions on HIV/Aids, Mbeki also chal-
lenged the pharmaceutical industry in
terms of its pricing and monopolies that
made antiretrovirals and other medi-
cines for developing countries more
expensive.

He also challenged the use of certain
medicines that was different from the
way in which they were used in devel-
oped countries. Key among the debates
was the matter of nevirapine. Taking on
the international pharmaceutical indus-
try was like taking on the Mafia.

And, when I look back on tough times
like those, I feel that, like Nkrumah, it
was probably Mbeki’s intellectual prow-
ess which sank him. It sucked him fur-
ther and further into dangerous territory. 

Honesty, perhaps, was his – and
Nkrumah’s – downfall. They could not
look at anything that bothered them and
keep quiet, however risky speaking up
may have been.

Our 2002 presidential visit to the US
was soon turned into a tour to drive us
towards a particular position on HIV and
Aids. And what I heard throughout our
meetings was that Mbeki’s life was at
great risk.

To the pharmaceutical industry,
every statement he made that questioned
the strategies and marketing of medi-
cines to developing countries was
dangerous. He was concerned. But if we
said no, this would mean a dramatic
reduction in the revenues and profits
of those pharmaceutical companies
internationally.

I returned from the US that year
afraid for the president. I realised that
the risk to his life would clearly be from
external forces rather than from his own
people. But that is another story.

WINDOWS TO THE SOUL: In a way, the thing that threatened the life of Thabo Mbeki the most was his honesty. But who could really ever know what he felt in those chaotic last days?  PICTURE: THEMBA HADEBE / AP

THE EXORCISTS

VS

THABO MBEKI
■ THE RECALL:
He resigns on request

■ THE DEMAND:
Go now! He complies

■ THE BETRAYAL
He bears with grace

Yet... the festering bloodlust in those who had participated
directly in seeing him removed from office is never sated...

resulting in an extraordinary change of protocol that would
have enormous impact on SA – all to fool the world into
thinking the ANC stood united in the wake of a crisis 

that, in truth, shook it to its very core.

NO HARD
FEELINGS: Jacob
Zuma is hugged
by Thabo
Mbeki during
Zuma’s
presidential
inauguration.  

PICTURE: 
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