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Robben Island, in Table Bay o'tfthé coast of Cifie-Town, éehtli'éfrica, is thesite of a political prison thathouses mtnnt'a‘tee

South

  

ByJOHN EBURNS
i 1 SpeclAltoT‘heNewYorlemes

i CAPE TOWN. May‘ 20 — Viewed

3through a telescope atop Table Mountain.

iit looks idyllic: an island glistening in

Table Bay, choppy Atlantic waters wash—

ing its rocky shore, with a cluster of

c whitewashed buildings that could be any

,

2;“ f' 3 South African country town.
4 Nothing would suggest to the casual

' eye that Robben Island, seven miles from

Cape Town harbor on the leeward side of

one of the world's busiest shipping motes,

was the site of a prison. But in the psyche

of South Africa’s black nationalists and in

the pages of South African history, "the
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island” has a connotation akin to that o! ‘
Alcatraz or Devil’s Island. ‘ i

Jan van Riebeeck, founder of the Dutch

settlement here in 1652, used the three

square miles of scrub grass as a place of

‘banishment for dissidents. For decadesl
after 1850, it was used as a leper colony, a

mental asylum and a place to sequesterl

the chmnically sick. In 1931 the South;
African Navy took it over and used it for

’30 years to guard the seaward ap-

proaches to Cape Town until the Govern-

ment ‘ again retrieved it as a political
prison. A

y. Campaigntol-‘reeal’risoner ;

V 'Among South Africans it is the ultimate ‘
metaphor for isolation, but it is attracting

fresh attention because of a campaign to

' ‘ freeone of the 480prisoners, a tall, impos-
ing man by the name of Nelson R. Mande- era} prominent Afrikaners, the Dutch-de-

la. Known to the South African press in

his younger days as f‘the Black‘Phnper-

nel," he heads all lists of the man most

likely to be Prime Minister it black rule

comes to South Africa.
Mr. Mandela, now 61 years old, will

have been on Robben Island 16 years next

month. Once described by a South Atri-

can judge as “the leader and figurehead

of his people." he was at his conviction in

1964 the top official of the African Na-

tional Congress, the body that has led

black resistance for most of this century.

Its intensified campaign of urban guer-

rilla attacks is now creating new anxi-

eties among whites. _

Mr. Mandela, a lawyer, was one of nine

defendants at the Rivonia trial, named:

for the suburb of Johannesburg where;

several of them were arrested. After

months of testimony centering on Mr.

: Mandela’s role as leader of the Spear of

' ‘ the Nation, a paramilitary offshoot of the

. . - Pictorial

\ . .u ' Mandela the blacklead-

African National Congress, eight of the

nine. lnciuding Mr. Mandela, were con-

-' victed of treason and sabotage and sen-

”,mmd t9 impfisonmcetxorwe»

' cm'ity laws are not subject to remission.

'tionalist leader’s release that attracted,

“f

Freehoin'Seems Remote '
Sentences under South Africa's se-

and more than one justice minister has
said that Mr. Mandela must expect to die
in jail. From time to time some people .
outside the Government have urged that "
hebefteedonoonditionsthatwmndre-
strict his political activity, but he has '
passedthewordthathewwld soonerre-'
main whereheis, Imoompromised.
Thelatestbidtofreehimwasbegun:

three months ago. Percy Qoboza. editor !
of The Post, a black newspaperinJohan-
naburg. organized an a for the na.

  

   

 

widespread support, not 301er among
blacks. In Cape Town and other major
cities, whites put “Free Mandela” stick-
ers on the bumpers ct theircars, and sev-

scended whites who control the Govern-
ment. lent theirhacking.
The most surprising was Gen. Hendrik

mdenBernghoaschiefoftheSe-
curity Police played a personal role in
Mr. Mandela‘s imprisonment. The gen-
eral, who later founded and led the Bu-
reau for State Security, an agency with a
worldwidenetwork of Lmderoover agents,
said from retirement that Mr. Mandela
had “served his debt to society” and
shouldbe let go. ’

~~Thelssucofwolenee

Last week Helen Suman, a member of
the parliamentary opposition and a per-
sistent critic of the Government. was per.
mitted to visit Robben Island for talks
with Mr. Mandela and other prisoners, a

small sign that the Government attitude
might be softening. But the formal posi-
tion remains unchanged.

[1' the Government considered his re-
lease, it probably would attach a condi-

tion advocated by The Sunday Times of

Johannesburg: that Mr. Mandela poh-
iicly forsweaxj violence-Bu} that is a
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condition few nationalist leaders Would
accept when many blacks appear to have

concluded that some form of coercion will
be necessary to bring whites to the bar-
gaining table. ',

African National Congress policy was
demonstrated in January when three na-
tionalist militants stormed a bank in the
Pretoria suburb of Silverton and took
more than 20 white hostages, demanding
the release of Mr. Mandela and other na-
tionalist leaders. Police sharpShooters in-
filtrated the bank and opened fire, killing
all three raiders. Two white women died.
in the crossfire. - ‘ - '

Mandele’s Sources of Information -

There is little doubt that Mr. Mahdele
learned/ot the raid. Like all those can-
victed under the security laws, he. is
denied access to newspapers,
television and is allowed to read other
journals only after they have been care-
fully censored for political content. The , .. t. ._

censorship is rigorous; the nationalist
leader told a visitor a few years ago that
20 articles were excised from one issue of
Reader’s Digest. , ’

e , - . ,- T???" - -

Ho ’ ver. he has some approved_ com-

tactswvgith the outside world. He 15 al-

lowed two 30-minute visits a month from

recent years he has been

by his wife, Winnie, and

two daughters. Occasionally there are

other visitors, like Mrs. Suzman. In addl-

tion, the spate of political trials since the

'1976 upheavals in Soweto and elsewhere

have brought dozens of prisoners
to the is—

land with news of developments on the

mainland. _ .

Some black nationahsts imagine Mr.

Mandela acaping, but realities are

against it. Although most guards are un-

armed, *the prison buildings are sur-

rounded by twinned fences topped with

barbed wire and floodlit a_t mght, and

more than three miles of chilly sea sepa-

..“.;=.\-’e~-= ~

-' A Small Cell and Gardening . .
Mr. Mandela has a small cell to him-

self, with a bed, desk and booksh
ele three

meals a day and acms to a commissary

where he can buy grocery and toxlet items

with pocket money earned from garden-

in 'n the rison compound.

?or a dgcacle after 1964 he worked with

 

. ‘oome off the island one day. But his only 4'

“hope," he told a visitor a few yeaxs ago.

i
3
other prisoners in the limestone quarries, i
‘a task that formed the basis for the w;
ibmadway play, “The Island.” winner of f‘
[two Tony awards in 1975. But doctors 1
recommended that'he be transferred to f.
lighterwork. - ‘ ' . , .1»
5 Part of the reason for his private cell is T;
to limit his influence on other prisoners. ‘
all of whom are there for politically motl-
vated offenses. , . ‘ L

, :‘-' Sympathizers see Mr. Mandela and "
.othernationalists imprisoned with him as -
3,501: of Govemment-in-exlle. Mrs; Man- .3
fdele; returning from visits, has said that
he:- husband is confident that he will ,
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reoorded words on the subject were less f'_.’
exact. “On the island, we abound in ~

V‘.‘I can say I have neVer had a single mo-_.
ment of depression because I know our
cause will triumph. ’ "

 

 

 


