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Sl sulu’s heroic struggles will be

mannly remenbered, even in the US

HERE i s no doubt that when the

story of how South Africa de-

feated apartheid is told, Walter

Sisulu will be one of the heroes who

will be warmly remenbered.

H's menmory will also live on in the
, US, despite the imge currently por-

trayed by its politics.

Bef ore the news of hl spassing had

hit newspapers there, an inpronptu

"phone tree" devel oped anong those

who had known him especially US

supporters of the struggle against

apart hei d.

This ol d-fashloned relay calling

system created during the cam

pai gns of the 19705 and 1980s, was

used by’ activlsts to communi cate and

co-ordi nate strategies.

The tel ephone calls cane from as

far as California, Florida and Atlanta

from peopl e who wanted to confirm

the sad news and share their recol-.

| ections of the Slsulu | egend.

Sl sul u began building links with US

activists in the 19303 and 1940s.

He built solidarity by supporting

the struggl es of US organi sations and

i ndividuals fighting raci smand di s-

crimnation in their own country.

A maj or breakthrough in forging

ties between the US and South Africa

came in 1952 when Sisulu recom

nmended that US activists formtheir

own grassroots organisation to sup-

port the Defiance Canpai gn Agai nst

Unj ust Laws, which the ANC had

| aunched the sane year in South

Africa.

As a result of Sisulu's call, the

American Conmittee on Africa, and

later its sister organisation, the

African Fund, were founded. The two

or gani sati ons becanme anchors oi the

anti-apartheid struggle.

For many years, they were |l ed by

CGeorge Houser, a forner Methodi st

preacher. 4

Acting in the Slsulu tradition, Hous-

er was successful in uniting people

fromall walks of life - lawers and

| abour | eaders, religious |eaders, |eg-
islators, students and academics - in
a coalition which gill egdsts.
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says Walter Sisulu

gal vani sed

Anmeri can activists

Shortly after Slsulu was rel eased
from Robben Island, he visited the US
as a guest of the American Committee
and the Africa Fund. Hs wife, Alberti-
na, a hero in her own right, accom
pani ed him

When he tal ked to US audi ences

about the struggles of activists and
schol ars such as Paul Robeson and Dr
Wl liam Dubois, it sent a nessage that



South Africans were ready to support
those who had supported them

He ended each speech with the

He built solidarity by

supporting the

struggles O US

or gani sati ons

fighting racismin

their own country

hunbl e pl ea: "N ngadi nwa nangonso

(Pl ease do not tire of supporting us,
even tonorrow)?

in Washington, Slsulu nmet with

menbers of Congress, nmany of whom
were neeting a political prisoner and
freedomfighter for the first tinme in
their lives.

Those neetings hel ped nany US

| eaders forma political inpression of
the ANC. which had recently been un-
banned in South Africa.

At one such neeting, Slsulu spent
nearly an hour debating with forner
Denocratic Party senator Ceorge
Mtchell, then majority. |eader of the
[
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US Senate, on the justification of the
arnmed struggle.

At anot her encounter, hemet with
former US senator David Boren, then
chai rman of the Senate Foreign Re-
lations Conmittee, to explain the
ANC s vision for a future non-racia

0 state.

Bet ween 1995 and 1997, Slsulu sat

for interviews with Houser which | ast-
ed nore than 28 hours. discussing his
political experiences and his contri-
buti ons to endi ng apartheid.

These interviews enriched the rec-

ol l ections of the supporters of the an-
ti-apartheid struggle, who maintained
their unconditional support for the
ANC - even when various US adm n-
istrations acted differently.

The interviews hel ped satisfy the
curiosity of many US supporters who
had al ways wanted to know about
Sisulu's relationship with fornmer
Presi dent Nel son Mandel a, his corn-
rade for nore than 62 years.

in his own inimtable style Slsulu
told Houser: "i came across Nel son
when he came to ny office in 1941.
said right fromthe beginning 1 was
inspired. And i had plans for him
Here was a man i was | ooking for.

t Because i had taken so nuch inter-
est, he stayed with ne for sone tine.
Later, without ny know edge, he was

to fall in love with ny cousin, Evelyn,
who had been studying in Ol ando

and staying with ne.

tAli this brought the friendship

closer. it later got to a position where-
by we could hardly sl eep without

neeting each other - talking, dis-
cussing various things . . . That’s how
ny relationship devel oped with Nel -
son. "



Anong the qualities that everyone
in the US renmenbers about Sisulu
were his humlity and optimsm
When asked how he renmi ned an op-
timst after years on Robben island,
he sinply said: "i have a firmbelief
the future."

El Kumaio is South Africa’s anbas-
sador to the UN C
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