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Towering presence


Infamous Robben Island is where Nelson Mandela spent most of his life. 

Travellers now make pilgrimages to the island prison to pay homage to one of the world’s greatest living elder statemen.
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CAPE TOWN, SOUTH AFRICA—The solemn and oppressive weight of history bears down on us as the high-speed ferry lightly skips across the 12 kilometres of icy Atlantic water that separates Cape Town from Robben Island. 

As the infamous apartheid-era prison looms on the horizon and the glittering coastal city of Cape Town fades behind us, I try to imagine what thoughts the heroes of South Africa's liberation struggle must have had as they were transported from one inhumane world to another. 

In his autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom, the island's most famous prisoner, Nelson Mandela, describes the boat ride to Robben Island as a journey to another country. 

Indeed, stepping off the ferry onto the pier, there is an overwhelming sense of isolation and hopeless finality, of a netherworld. A series of billboard-sized black and white photographs mounted on the exterior walls of the prison show groups of black prisoners disembarking from prison boats as armed guards watch menacingly. 

You can almost hear the echo of the white prison guard's words that rang in Mandela's ears as he arrived on the island, where he spent 18 of his 27 years in incarceration: "This is the island. Here you will die like animals." I join the large group of tourists as we're shepherded onto a bus, which takes us on a bumpy 45-minute ride around the perimeter of the island prison. 

The tour guide begins a monotone presentation, but her voice fades as the power of imagination overtakes her description of the island's 400-year history as a leper colony, mental asylum, World War II training base, and political prison housing the leading figures of both the anti-colonial and anti-apartheid struggles. Like the rest of South Africa, it's hard to reconcile the island's stark natural beauty with the ugliness of the prison's infamous brutality. 

The bus passes a cluster of tidy homes used by prison guards and their families, the island's still functioning post office, a mosque, golf course and other semblances of normalcy before arriving at a limestone quarry. 

Here, the driver turns the ignition off, takes the microphone and, in a style that evokes the righteousness and passions of the struggle that overthrew white racist rule, he launches into a riveting polemic about the brutality suffered here. 

"This is where apartheid tried to destroy the morale and body of the leaders of the struggle," he says, pausing for dramatic effect before continuing. "For years, Nelson Mandela and other leaders of the anti-apartheid struggle broke rocks here, but they themselves couldn't be broken." 

It was in this lime quarry that the island's political prisoners were brought each day to work from morning to night, breaking rocks for no other purpose than to demoralize and dehumanize them. 

But it was also in this lime quarry that they debated strategy and co-ordinated the struggle for liberation as they swung their picks under the glare of both the merciless sun and prison guards. 

The bus continues around the two-kilometre wide and four-kilometre long island before stopping in front of the maximum-security wing of the prison, where we're met by another tour guide, Phenius Poho. 

He greets the group as though he is welcoming visitors to his home and guides us into a small room filled with rows of bunk beds in the A section of the prison. 

"Welcome to Robben Island," he says, "My home for many years." 

Like many of the tour guides at Robben Island, Poho is a former inmate. He describes the years of monotony and isolation, of cruel punishments and humiliations and ultimately the triumph of right over wrong. We sit and listen in rapt attention. 

He leads us through a courtyard topped with barbed wire into B section, where many of the leaders of the anti-apartheid struggle were held in isolation from other prisoners. 

A poster-sized black and white photograph of Nelson Mandela speaking with former ANC leader Walter Sisulu looms larger than life. 

But it's Nelson Mandela's cell — No. 5 in B section, measuring barely two square metres — that captivates the tour group. Many pause momentarily and stare reverentially as though they were on a pilgrimage more than a tour. 

I, too, stop before cell No. 5 and try to imagine the limitless courage and conviction that must have been necessary to live like a caged animal for the "crime" of being black. 

I try to imagine the indignity of being criminalized for believing in the basic principle of human equality. 

I try to imagine the sense of triumph that must have been felt when Robben Island was closed after the last political prisoners were released in 1991. And, finally, I try to imagine what this place must mean to those who suffered within its walls and to those who suffered along with them on the outside. 

The sound of sombre silence and reflection echoes through the narrow corridors of the prison as the tour group moves on. 

Declared a national monument in 1996 before opening as a museum the following year, Robben Island has been transformed from a symbol of racism, hate and evil to a symbol of the power of the human spirit to overcome injustice. 

Returning to Cape Town, there is a decidedly different mood on the ferry; people seem lost in thought. I, too, am preoccupied, wondering whether the symbolism of Robben Island can traverse the 12-kilometre divide between the prison and the mainland, between the haves and have-nots, to address the economic injustice that most South African blacks continue to suffer as a legacy of apartheid..

For more information on the Robben Island Museum, go to http://www.robben-island.org.za 
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