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v

I first got to know Samuel Tambani when we worked together in the 
National Union of Mineworkers (NUM). In actual fact, he was one 
of the founding members of NUM in 1982. 

His first involvement in unionism began with the Black Allied 
Workers Union (BAWU) in 1972. He joined this movement be-
cause it was based on the ideology of the Black Consciousness 
Movement (BCM) and it advocated for an end to racial discrimina-
tion at the time. One of the major victories that BAWU is credited 
with is enabling Black workers to open bank accounts. 

He distinguished himself as an advocate of worker’s rights at the 
Anglo American Corporation (AAC) where he represented workers 
in Disciplinary Hearings and was instrumental in the formation of a 
Workers Committee which functioned as an Employee Bargaining 
Unit. 

After BAWU, he joined the General Allied Workers Union 
(GAWU) in May 1980 and within four years, he was elected to be 
part of the National Executive Committee (NEC) of GAWU. In 
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GAWU he worked under the leadership of Samson Ndou, Chairman 
Mao Shabangu, Sydney Mufamadi and Comrade Ntate Poloto. Ntate 
Poloto was the last President of the South African Congress of Trade 
Unions (SACTU) at the time of vicious repression and the banning 
of the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan Africanist 
Congress (PAC). 

He represented the Union as a permanent delegate of the 
Transvaal Region of the United Democratic Front (UDF). 

He was involved in initiatives that led to the formation of the 
UDF while in GAWU and he joined the UDF the same year it was 
launched at the Rocklands Community Centre in Mitchells Plain in 
Cape Town in 1983. 

He participated fully in the structures of the UDF and helped in 
the setting up of branches in Soweto. 

He was highly impactful in organising within the education 
space, where he focused on training shop stewards, educating the el-
derly and galvanising political education. 
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Sam was also part of the machinery that coordinated the recruit-
ment of people training as ANC soldiers for Umkhonto We Sizwe 
(MK). 

He also played a crucial role in the formation of the Congress of 
South African Trade Unions (COSATU). After four years of pro-
tracted negotiations, on 30 November 1985, 33 unions met to form 
COSATU. 

A display of Sam’s commitment to non-racialism is the fact that 
he availed himself to be part of the planning, organising and support 
structures of the Transvaal Indian Congress. He was also involved in 
civic organisations such as the Soweto Civic Organisation. This is 
important because while the ANC remained as a banned organisa-
tion, it was up to the UDF and civic organisations to continue with 
the struggle within the country. He was not only a member of the 
UDF, he was also part of the underground structures of the ANC 
and SACP so he was therefore an embodiment of the Congress 
Alliance. 

With the unbanning of the ANC, a decision was taken in March 
1991 to disband the UDF with its last meeting being held on 14 
August 1991. 

This is significant when one considers that the 48th National 
Conference of the ANC was held in Durban from 2-6 July 1991, just 
over a year after the organisation had been unbanned. It was the first 

ANC National Conference to be held inside South Africa since 1959 
and the organisation had been operating in exile and underground 
for 30 years. 

After the unbanning of the ANC, Sam was elected as the 
Chairperson of the ANC Sub-Region in Soweto. 

When Chris Hani was assassinated on 10 April 1993, former 
President Nelson Mandela asserted himself as the leader of the na-
tion by appearing on national television to exercise leadership and 
calm the nation. The death of Chris Hani almost led to a serious 
outbreak of civil war, which was averted by Madiba’s intervention 
and a series of subsequent mass rallies calling for calm. On Tuesday 
13 April 1993, Sam Tambani was among the leaders who were de-
ployed to a mass rally at the Soweto Amphitheatre, from whence he 
led a peaceful march to the Protea Police Station. There he was shot 
and killed outside the Police Station. 

Were it not for the sacrifice of such committed cadres such as 
Sam Tambani, we would never have attained our freedom. Our 
country owes him and his family a debt of gratitude. 

This book is a fitting tribute and a monument to one of South 
Africa’s unsung heroes. 

KGALEMA MOTLANTHE
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SECTION I SAM TAMBANI  
PERSONAL LIFE

EARLY CHILDHOOD

“Great men are not born great, they grow great”, said 
Mario Puzo in The Godfather. 

Every man is more than himself; he represents the unique, the very 
special and always significant and remarkable point at which world 
phenomena intersect only once in this way and never again. Every 
man’s story is very important, eternal and sacred. 

Abraham Lincoln said, “In the end, it is not the years in 
your life that count. It is the life in your years”. 

These statements resonate with the life of SAMUEL MBULAHENI 

TAMBANI, whose life was taken away when the coffee was almost 
being smelt, a year before the collapse of apartheid in South Africa. 
Like Moses in the Bible, Tambani came very close, but did not expe-
rience the freedom he had worked so hard for as a trade unionist, 
politician and civic activist. Nonetheless, his legacy should never be 
forgotten – his life should be celebrated and his ideals should be 
held up.

Despite having a Ward in Makhado, a Welfare Centre in Soweto 
and a Research Institute established by the National Union of 
Mineworkers (NUM) and Mineworkers Investment Trust (MIT) 
being named after him, little is known of him. Bits and pieces of 
Tambani are mentioned by those who worked and interacted with 
him at different times of his life. However, a complete profile of the 
person, the worker and workers’ leader, and the politician who was 



2

THE LIFE AND WORKS OF SAM TAMBANI

killed while spearheading political freedom and the emancipation of 
blacks in South Africa, does not exist. So, who was Samuel 
Mbulaheni Tambani? 

Sam Tambani was born on 26 August 1953, in Tshiozwi Ha-
Sinthumule village in Venda, Limpopo Province. He was the first 
child of the late Mr Nkhumeleni Jack Tambani and Mrs Kutama 
Fridah Shonisani Tambani. Tambani was also named, “Mbulaheni” 
after his paternal grandfather. The name Mbulaheni means “kill me”. 
It is a common practice in African culture to name children after 
their relatives or ancestors, as a way of continuing the good deeds 
that the relatives or ancestors practiced and, to some extent, as a way 
of preserving their legacy through remembrance. In a way, Tambani’s 
grandfather, Mbulaheni, must have been a good man, whom the 
family wanted to remember through Tambani. The name turned out 
to be prophetic later, as he left this earth after being killed, as fore-
shadowed by the name. One of Tambani’s grandchildren is named 
after him. He is named “Samuel”, as a way of preserving Tambani’s 
legacy. The family is of the lion totem, which signifies bravery, 
strength and leadership – traits that Tambani exhibited at the peak 
of his trade union and political life. 

The origin of the surname Tambani is unclear. His sister, 
Elisabeth, explained that when they were growing up, they were told 
that Tambani was simply a name. Therefore, some in the family had 

the surname ‘Mudau’, while others were called ‘Nekhavhambe’. The 
family belonged to the clan named “Mudau wa Tshiheni tsha 
Nyaphunga tshena”, commonly referred to as “The Vhadau”, who 
were well known for their love of ploughing, no matter the circum-
stances, and when the time of harvest came, they had a plentiful har-
vest. Tambani’s clan practiced and was good at subsistence farming 
in their home village. 

The village, Tshiozwi Ha-Sinthumule, is located in Venda, in the 
Limpopo Province. It was previously known as the Northern 
Transvaal under the apartheid regime. It is located about fifteen 
kilometres to the west of the town of Makhado, previously known as 
Louis Tritchard. It is a rural village that falls under the jurisdiction 
of Chief Sinthumule and administratively, under the Makhado Local 
Municipality. The population of the area mainly comprises the 
Vhavenda people and a minority of other tribe members, including 
the BaPedi (Northern Sotho) and Vatsonga people. Tambani be-
longed to the Venda tribe. The main economic activity of the area 
was traditionally rain-fed agriculture, but this has been declining 
over the years because of drought and erratic rainfall. Tshiozwi and 
the neighbouring villages were also sources of labour for the neigh-
bouring white farms during the apartheid era and, to some extent, in 
the post-apartheid South Africa. 

The immediate Tambani nuclear family consisted of the parents 
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(Nkhumeleni and Kutama), Sam, his late brother David, his sister 
Elisabeth and his other brother Philemon. His half-brothers and sis-
ters from his father’s other wives included Sara, Hlamalani, 
Nnditsheni, Elias, Mukondeleli and Phineas. Tambani’s paternal 
grandmother, Vho-Mukatshelwa, passed away when he was still a 
young boy living in Luonde. Whilst the whereabouts of some of 
Tambani’s siblings and half-brothers and sisters are unknown, it is 
known that his sister Elisabeth pursued a career in politics, just like 
Sam. Elisabeth is currently a Councillor for Ward 6 under the 
Makhado Local Municipality. His brother, Philemon Tambani, cut 
his trade union and political teeth through the Congress of South 
African Students (COSAS). It was Sam who facilitated Philemon’s 
attendance of military training in the former Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republic (USSR), the modern-day Russia. The family 
probably had a political conscience and roots, considering the level 
of involvement of the Tambani family in civic and political affairs. 

In terms of his parents, Sam Tambani’s father, Mr Nkhumeleni 
Jack Tambani, was a polygamous man with three wives at the time of 
his death, in 1977. His mother was the third wife and the youngest 
of the three. The practice of polygamy engaged in by Nkhumeleni is 
a common practice in African culture. Tambani’s father used to work 
at a balloon factory in the then Gold Reef, Johannesburg. As such, 
Tambani and his siblings did not spend much time with their father, 

who was working in Johannesburg when they were growing up. 
Essentially, Nkhumeleni Jack Tambani was away for nearly the 
whole year, often leaving on 2 January and returning home around 
16 December every year. 

Tambani and his siblings sometimes visited their father in 
Johannesburg during the school holidays. During that time, it was a 
common phenomenon that migrant workers lived in cities and min-
ing areas, whilst the rest of the family lived in the rural areas. 
However, Nkhumeleni was an accommodative father, and the chil-
dren would take turns to visit him in groups of three. It was com-
mendable of him to bring his family from the rural area to the area 
where he worked, as it cost a lot of money. Most of the migrant 
workers ended up having second families in the areas where they 
worked, since they spent the greater part of the year there. Whilst 
the custom promoted second families in the areas where the mi-
grants worked, it is not known if Nkhumeleni had another family in 
Johannesburg.

During the Christmas season, the entire Tambani family gathered 
together and all the children received balloons as gifts from their fa-
ther. The balloons also served as decorations and were hung on the 
washing lines and put on top of the roof. To further enhance the fes-
tivities, Tambani’s father, Nkhumeleni, would go to a nearby farm 
and buy a goat. This was slaughtered and eaten together with pap, 
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mavhede (goat blood) and vetkoek, made by Kutama Tambani, who 
was an avid cook and baker. 
Such scenarios were common amongst African migrant workers, 
who spent the greater part of the year at their workplace, whilst send-
ing money and groceries to their families and then rejoining the fam-
ilies for the Christmas holidays. The wives of these migrant workers, 
including Tambani’s mother, were based in the rural areas where they 
raised the children, tilled the land, took care of the family livestock 
and had to fend for the family. This meant that Tambani and his sib-
lings spent much of their young lives living with their mother, who 
looked after them while their father was at work on the Gold Reef.

Tambani was a Christian and a member of the Church of Christ. 
He was the first member of his family to convert and be baptised in 
the church, under the leadership of Pastor Ramavhuya. An African 
proverb says, “It takes the whole village to raise a child”, and 
Tambani might have been inspired by the Ramavhuya family, as he 
was assisting the family with herding their cows during the time of 
his baptism. It is most likely that, back then, the rest of Tambani’s 
family followed the African traditional culture of the time, given that 
he was born of a third wife and was recognised as the first member 
of his family to be baptised in the Church of Christ. His Christian 
principles and traits remain vivid among his relatives, friends and 
colleagues. The good examples of his Christian principles that will 

be exhibited in-depth in the upcoming chapters include that he had 
respect for his elders, he had charitable habits and he fought for the 
oppressed, whether he knew them or not. 

Tambani grew up to become a wise young man. He dealt well 
with all those around him and was always concerned about the 
well-being of others. Tambani’s sister, Elisabeth, remembers him as 
quiet and selfless, and at times being willing to suffer his own hun-
ger so that others could eat. When it came to disagreements, despite 
his stubborn nature, Tambani was reluctant to engage in a confron-
tation or to fight. He would find a way to deal with those whom he 
did not agree with. He never indulged in violence when angry. 
Instead, he would just walk away. 

Tambani was friendly and polite to everyone in the community. 
His smile was always courteous, and his eyes often held a glint of 
humour. He was an ingratiating, neighbourly, and friendly man. He 
would not walk past a person without greeting them or asking how 
they were doing. As a young boy growing up, he spent most of his 
free time after school and over the weekends herding the cattle, don-
keys and goats that belonged to the Khwareli family, who were rela-
tives and a neighbour of the Tambani family. Munzhedzi Khwareli, 
an older girl who mentored the young Tambani in shepherding, re-
members him as a selfless young boy who, on one occasion offered 
up his shoes to his younger brother, Nditsheni, as the younger boy 
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had forgotten his shoes at school. Despite her remark that the shoes 
would be too big for the younger boy to wear, Tambani slowly and 
politely responded, “he can wear them because he will be hurt by 
stones as he is young”. This and other anecdotes confirm that Tam-
bani was born with a heart full of the need to help those in need and 
to promote equity. 

Like many youths, Tambani always played sports, enjoyed the 
games and the friendships made. As a young man, his favourite 
sports included athletics, boxing and soccer – the king of sports. 
Tambani was an avid soccer fan and he even played for a local soccer 
team, called Wander Sherriff, which was later known as the Tshiozwi 
Anchors. At one time, he was even a committee member for the 
team, showing that Tambani started assuming leadership roles and 
responsibilities at a young age. Wardy Sadiki, a childhood best friend 
of Tambani, recalls that, as a group of young boys, if one of them 
wanted to be naughty, Tambani would suggest that they rather go to 
the soccer field as a distraction from the naughty ideas. Later in life, 
Sam’s love for the game continued, as he supported Kaizer Chiefs 
Football Club and seized every opportunity outside his political 
commitments to go and watch a soccer match at the stadium. He 
would even find someone to look after his children while he went to 
enjoy a game at the stadium. Tambani also met with his comrades at 
78 Molope Street, Zone 8, in Meadowlands, as Kaizer Chiefs 

supporters and play cards; but the main aim was to discuss politics 
and to recruit new members for their organisation. 

SCHOOL AND ADULT  
PERSONAL LIFE
Education has always played an important role in the growth of an 
African child: a child is taught from a tender age about culture, tra-
ditions and beliefs. This shapes how the child lives out the rest of 
his/her life. Some children’s talents manifest themselves early in 
their lives and these talents can be nurtured to enable a child to 
achieve his or her maximum professional potential. For many 
African children, however, despite having talent, there is no one to 
pay attention and nurture it. It is up to the child to recognise and 
nurture his or her talents. So it is a personal effort to get the best out 
one’s talent. Success in doing so often manifests later in a child’s life. 

Tambani’s talents and abilities were not identified and intention-
ally nurtured at an early age. They only manifested later in his life. 
His formal education seems to not have had a bearing on what he 
became, but his appreciation of education was evident in his adult-
hood. Tambani was prepared to study later, when opportunities 
opened up and he always encouraged colleagues and comrades to 
study or further their education. One can only suggest that 
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Tambani’s personal attributes were complimented by his education 
in influencing the person he became, as described in this section. 

Like many other children in his village, Sam began his schooling 
at the local public school, Mukhudwana Junior Primary School, in 
1959, which was later renamed the Tshiozwi Primary School. Upon 
completion of primary education in 1965, he enrolled at Sinthumule 
Secondary School, also in Venda, in 1966. Both the primary and sec-
ondary schools were public schools and both Sinthumule Secondary 
School and Tshiozwi Primary School are still operating although the 
latter was renamed the Harold Rudzani Primary School, in 2017. 
While the enrolment figures during Tambani’s time cannot be estab-
lished, Tshiozwi Primary School and Sinthumule Secondary School 
had an enrollment of 281 and 1 332 registered learners, respectively, 
in 2014. 

It is probable that the schools’ enrolment figures grew over the 
years, because of population growth. Sam did not go far in getting a 
formal education. His stay at school was cut short because of finan-
cial difficulties and he only managed to complete Standard Six at the 
end of 1966, which is equivalent to Form One or Grade Eight in the 
current education system. Despite the prevailing resource con-
straints, Tambani enjoyed his school work and was known by his 
former schoolmates to be a very bright student during his time at 
school. Some of his favourite subjects were History, Mathematics 

and Bible Study. One of Tambani’s former school mates at Tshiozwi, 
Samuel Raphunga, indicated that Tambani was a good History stu-
dent. He explained that, at the time, History centered on the coloni-
sation of the country by white people. Tambani’s interest in History 
as a subject probably explains his later interest in fighting against the 
apartheid regime.

At school, the young Tambani liked and actively participated in 
sports like soccer and athletics. Most of his primary school friends 
and peers in his village acknowledged his love for these sports. 
Ramabulana Ramudzuli, a peer who used to walk with Tambani to 
Tshiozwi Primary School, treasures the moments that they played 
soccer during school breaks. Ramudzuli added, “athletics was the 
main sport for men and all of us participated. Even when we were 
herding livestock, we would run and jump and compete with other 
athletes from neighbouring villages”.

Overall Tambani was humble and well behaved as he grew up. He 
never quarrelled and strongly disliked fights, to the extent that when 
a fight started, he would run away out of fear of being hurt. He was 
known to always encourage fellow classmates and schoolmates to do 
the right thing when faced with a choice or a dilemma. Tambani de-
veloped a reading habit at a young age. Wardy Sadiki, his best friend 
when they were growing up, recalls that Tambani loved reading from 
a young age: “He liked reading very much. There was a book written 
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by James Hadley Chase and a book called Reader’s Digest. He would 
call me to see what he had been reading”. This reading habit formed 
a strong foundation for some of Tambani’s recommendations to 
people when he encouraged them to study. 

Despite his limited formal secondary education and having received 
no tertiary education, Sam valued education and had a strong pas-
sion for it. His sister, Elisabeth, says that although he did not go far 
in his studies, he had a very good handwriting and was as eloquent 
in English as someone who had obtained a degree. Furthermore, he 
continuously encouraged his younger siblings to study. He taught 
them to read and write and assisted them with homework after 
school. His passion for education would later see him being appoint-
ed Chairperson of National Education Sub-Committee at the NUM. 
According to Elisabeth, when Tambani was involved in politics as an 
adult, he aspired to become the first Premier of the now Limpopo 
Province. However, according to Tambani’s brother Phile mon, 
Tambani would never want to bask in glory, even though he talked 
about returning to the Limpopo Province.

Dr Mammburu, a family friend, reminisces about a conversation 
that he had with Tambani in 1977, in which Mammburu expressed 
his desire to go into exile. Tambani discouraged him from doing so 
and advised him to go to school instead. In retrospect, Dr 

Mam mburu admits that it is this advice by Tambani that has made 
him who he is today. Such was Tambani’s love for education that he 
wanted his friend to get it first. Whenever possible, he encouraged 
his loved ones to make education a priority. At the time of his death, 
Sam was studying towards a Bachelor of Commerce degree with 
Damelin College. He was encouraged by his father-in-law, who in-
sisted that he could not be an uneducated leader. 

Despite his humble demeanor, Tambani did not tolerate injustice 
and fought for the oppressed. His dislike for apartheid and the Boers 
was due to their ill-treatment of fellow Africans. As shall be indicated 
in later chapters, Sam defended and fought for justice at work, at 
home and politically for those who were being taken advantage of, 
short-changed and abused. Tambani’s contemporaries agree that he 
was a natural born leader who did not entertain doing things incor-
rectly. In the view of Mr T. P. Sidebi, who grew up with him, Sam was 
somebody who could convince a group of people by saying, “This is 
the right thing to do; follow this way”. Tambani believed in sacrific-
ing everything for the sake of freedom and democracy. He often 
openly stated that he did not mind dying, as long as the people could 
attain freedom. His greatest fear was that freedom would not be at-
tained and that those fighting for freedom would betray South Africa. 

Tambani was married twice. He met his first wife, Emily 
Maserame Sehapi, a Mosotho woman from Meadowlands Zone 8, in 
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Soweto, where he lived and the pair fell in love. Emily fell pregnant a 
few months after meeting Tambani in 1980. This happened when 
Tambani was twenty-seven (27) years old. Upon discovery of her 
pregnancy, a delegation from the Tambani family, consisting of Mrs 
Agnes Nkumeleni, Mr Mulovhedzi and Mr Masutha, went to the 
Sehapi family to report the condition of their daughter and her cur-
rent location. The delegation was well received and was ordered to 
pay what is called ‘Ṱoḓelangeno’ to the Sehapi family. In the African 
culture, this is a payment made when informing a family of a daugh-
ter’s pregnancy and her whereabouts, before formalising the lobola 
(bride price) negotiations. 

Sam and Emily were blessed with a first child in 1980, a boy 
named Musandiwa. Musandiwa was given the name of his paternal 
grandfather, so continuing the family tradition of naming children 
after their ancestors or relatives. After the birth of Musandiwa, Sam 
went back to the Sehapi family (his in-laws) to pay the traditional lo-
bola for his wife, which at the time was five-thousand rand (R5 000). 
This is equivalent to about one-hundred-and-thirty-three-thousand 
rand (R133 000) today. By any measure, it was a lot of money and 
paying it entailed making significant savings and immense sacrifice. 
Based on the above-average bride price that Tambani paid for his 
wife, he must have loved his wife dearly. In 1982, the couple wel-
comed their second child, a daughter named Maemu, who was 

named after Tambani’s maternal grandmother; and so, once more, 
they upheld the family naming tradition. 

The couple lived in Zone 7 in Meadowlands, Soweto, after they 
got married. Mrs Kuku Sehapi, who raised Emily when she was 
young, described Tambani as a good and well-mannered son-in-law, 
who married Emily according to African cultural traditions, as op-
posed to cohabiting. Mrs Nkumeleni, who formed part of the lobola 
delegation to Emily’s family, described Tambani as a person who 
was selfless, full of love and very respectful. However, the couple di-
vorced in 1985, following some irreconcilable differences. Tambani 
would remain unmarried for five years after the end of his marriage 
to Emily, who later died in 2002. 

Tambani married for the second time in 1990. He got married in 
a white wedding to Ivy Martha Ngwenya, a Moswati woman from 
Orlando West in Soweto. The two had met through a mutual friend 
during their time working at Anglo America Corporation (AAC). 
The couple first became friends, and this later developed into a ro-
mantic relationship. Although Ivy was hesitant to introduce Tambani 
to her family when they were dating, as her father was very strict, 
eventually he was introduced and welcomed into the Ngwenya fami-
ly. Tambani and Mr Ngwenya soon clicked due to the similarity of 
their trade union backgrounds.

At the time, Tambani was involved with the trade unions and was 
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working with the likes of Mr Jay Naidoo, Mr Alec Erwin, Mr Zwe-
linzima Vavi, the former General Secretary of the Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (COSATU) and Vice-Chairperson of the Mil-
len nium Labour Council, although he was younger than Tambani 
and Mr Ngwenya was a retired municipal worker. 

Tambani was thirty-seven (37) when he formalised his relation-
ship with Ivy, by paying lobola to the Ngwenya family. The new cou-
ple wed on Saturday, 3 March 1990, in a ceremony officiated by 
Reverend Paul Verryn in the Methodist Church in Orlando East, 
Soweto. They started living together, along with Ivy’s daughter, 
Nthabiseng Moeketsi, in Pimville, Soweto, where they bought a 
house. The marriage of Tambani and Ivy did not produce any chil-
dren. According to Ivy, Tambani was a very romantic man, who 
would occasionally surprise her with flowers, chocolates and other 
gifts, both at home and at work. She also cherishes how he would 
tell her how much he loved her on a daily basis. One of her fond 
memories of Tambani was of him holding her hands gently whilst 
they were in a taxi, thus expressing his love for her even in public. 

Such actions strengthened their marriage. His love for her mani-
fested itself in the joint planning and buying of assets, which includ-
ed a house, household furniture and appliances. Ivy fondly recalls, 
“our first major purchase were these leather suites. Yes with the ta-
ble. Up to this day, I still have the lounge suite. I don’t want anyone 

to touch it. We bought the house together. When we moved, we 
moved with them. We bought them at Bradlows.” She still vividly re-
members Tambani with the household furniture that they bought 
together and which she still uses twenty-five years after his death. 

Tambani’s desire for and encouragement of education was also 
singled out by Ivy and Nthabiseng. He encouraged them to study as 
he believed that education was a key ingredient for a successful fu-
ture. Other unique attributes that Tambani exhibited to his family 
included humility, kindness, generosity, making people happy, being 
a provider and always having a smile on his face. These are some of 
the traits that most people admire in their husbands and fathers. 

Ivy and Nthabiseng both confirmed that Tambani was a fami-
ly-oriented man. Ivy described Tambani as a husband who would 
regularly call his family in Venda, as well as Ivy’s family and Mu san-
diwa to check on how they were doing, thereby showing how impor-
tant family life was to him. He always checked on Musandiwa’s 
school progress, confirming the value that he attached to investing 
in education. Tambani treated Nthabiseng like his own biological 
daughter and would frequently take her on trips to Southgate Mall, 
where she would be spoilt with ice-cream and other treats. 
Nthabiseng also praised him for buying the family a portable swim-
ming pool and giving her access to premium television channels, 
which many black families could not afford at that time. 
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Family was everything to Tambani. Philemon recalls that when 
Tambani bought a house in Pimville, he moved in with him so that 
he could lessen the burden of supporting the family house in Venda 
and his own house. According to Tambani’s widow, he always want-
ed to be remembered as someone who was passionate and honest 
about the struggle; but he never wanted to bask in glory. He never 
wanted to be recognised as important or famous, but rather to re-
main incognito. 

Undoubtedly, music played a role in shaping Tambani’s character 
and attributes. While one should not label him a melomaniac, 

Geographic location of Sam Tambani’s  
rural home village: Tshiozwi Village

musicophile or audiophile, Sam was fond of music. According to his 
family and friends, he enjoyed listening to the music of Jabu 
Khanyile, Rex Rabanye, Miriam Makeba and the likes. His favourite 
songs were ‘West Wind’ by Makeba and ‘Onketsang’ by Rabanye, 
and he would often close the front door of his Soweto home, so that 
the music would not be heard. These were some of the musicians 
who sowed the seeds of the anti-apartheid movement and Pan-
Africanism through their music and it is no coincidence that Sam 
was inspired by their music, as he was to become an icon for free-
dom of the oppressed people.
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These are the cattle that Sam used to look after

Sam as a young man

Sam’s former primary school
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Wedding Day Sam, Ivy, Sandy and Thabiseng

Sam and his wife, Ivy, exchanging vows with Rev Paul Verryn Wedding Day
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SECTION II SAM TAMBANI 
AS A WORKER AND 
WORKERS’ LEADER

EMPLOYMENT AND  
CAREER PROGRESS

From time immemorial, man has had to work for his upkeep. Man 
moved from the hunting and gathering era to using stone tools en 
route to using iron tools, which made work easier and more efficient. 
Even in the Bible, God said to Adam, “By the sweat of your brow you 
shall eat”, Genesis 3:19. In this regard, Tambani was no exception. 
After dropping out of school early, due to his family’s financial cir-
cumstances, he had to seek employment at the tender age of seven-
teen, in order to fend for himself and his family. His employment 
journey spanned twenty-three years and took him from being a su-
permarket assistant in Venda to a purchasing clerk in Johannesburg 
at Anglo American Corporation (AAC). 

In 1970, after having dropped out of school, Tambani was em-
ployed as an assistant at the Mugovheli Supermarket and Furniture 
store by the proprietor, Mr Masala Mugovheli. They sold furniture 
and groceries, especially maize meal, which was one of the many 
groceries sold by the store. The groceries were delivered by tractor, 
which was driven by Mr Mbelengwa Azwifarwi, with Tambani act-
ing as the assistant. Tambani’s duties entailed loading and off-load-
ing the groceries. Tambani left Venda for Johannesburg in 1971. 

When Tambani and Mr Mbelengwa Azwifarwi left for Johan nes-
burg together, they were re-employed in their former capacities, 
Tambani as an Assistant and Mr Azwifarwi as a Driver by Mr Masala 
Mugovheli, who had a transport business. They transported goods 
and passengers between Johannesburg and Venda, as there were no 
buses back then. The only other form of transport to Venda was the 
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train. Initially, Tambani was based in Johannesburg for this job, 
whilst Mr Azwifarwi and Mr Mugovheli plied the Johannesburg to 
Venda route with the transport business. 

In 1973 Tambani joined Mr Azwifarwi on the Johannesburg to 
Venda trips, after Mr Mugovheli stopped driving. As an assistant, 
Tambani was responsible for collecting, recording and charging of 
goods and fares for the people being transported. After delivering 
the goods in Venda, they would go back to the Reef with children 
going to town for the school holidays. Tambani was highly organised 
in dealing with the people’s goods when he did unaccompanied de-
liveries. He would mark people’s goods for easy identification to 
avoid mixing up packages and making wrong deliveries. He was also 
good at dealing with the police, as the goods transport business 
meant encounters with police officers were inevitable.

Tambani left the employ of Mr Masala and joined Gundelfinger. 
This must have been a hard decision, as he had known only one em-
ployer since 1971, when he migrated to Johannesburg. Not much is 
known about his short stay at Gundelfinger, which was situated at 
Simmonds Street in Johannesburg.

A momentous job for Tambani came in 1979, when he was em-
ployed at AAC head office in Johannesburg. It happened after he 
was taken there by his friend, Mr Siwandawada Levison and he was 
employed as a security guard – a job he held for three years, up to 

1981. His duties were to look after AAC’s interests, that is, the direc-
tors, the property, including vehicles and white management’s resi-
dences. While he was still serving as a security guard, a vacancy for a 
messenger opened up in the Security Department. Tambani applied 
for the job and was hired as a messenger, and he then ceased to be a 
security guard. The messengers were responsible for delivering doc-
uments and letters within the company. As he was getting involved 
in trade unionism, Tambani became the voice of the people at AAC’s 
head office. At AAC, he worked with the likes of Mr William 
Mamugubi, Mr Mashudu Tshitimbi and Mr Kekana. 

Tambani was moved by management from the Security De part-
ment to the Purchasing Department in 1981, where he became a 
clerk – a job he held until his death. That movement was viewed as a 
means to silence him, as he was more involved in trade unionism. It 
was a norm during those days to shift workers perceived to be head-
strong on the pretext of following a certain obscure procedure.

At AAC, Tambani was the voice of the people. Being eloquent in 
the English language, he would interpret many documents and com-
munications for those who neither understood nor spoke the lan-
guage. He defended and represented many workers at AAC, espe-
cially in disciplinary hearings. Tambani would ask the company to 
furnish him with the charges against the accused. As it was the time 
of the introduction of the Labour Relations Act (LRA), the 
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grievances stated on the charge sheet had to comply with the Act. 
Without the compliance, Tambani would refuse to accept the charge 
against the accused person. Tambani won the case in most of the 
hearings that he represented the accused Anglo American workers.

Mr Mashudu Tshitimbi, Tambani’s colleague at Anglo, said, 

“He defended lots of people at Anglo American. He 
represented the oppressed in disciplinary hearings. 
Here is a description of the working environment at 
Anglo American. Often let’s say I am your supervisor, 
and the lady here is your subordinate and we work to-
gether. The policy at Anglo American was that the su-
pervisor was always right. Now if bosses support super-
visors that would enable them to exploit the majority of 
workers, and if I have personal issues with this worker 
here, I would report him/her to the bosses. And during 
the hearings, bosses respect the supervisors. The en-
couragement was that workers should be in fear of their 
supervisors; and you would not survive during the 
hear ing. And so, a strong personality like that of Tam-
bani was needed to confront them and ask them to tell 
them what the accused had done wrong. And this was at 
the time of the introduction of the Labour Relations 

Act, and if the grievance did not comply with the 
Labour Relations Act, Tambani would unpack that and 
refuse to accept the charge against that person. Most 
hearings were defended by Sam Tambani, and most 
would survive”.

In all, Tambani was a brave man who always demanded that justice 
be served. In that spirit, he unionised the AAC head office by get-
ting all workers to join the NUM, making him a formidable NUM 
activist. He formed a Workers’ Committee at Anglo, with the likes of 
Mali Mokoena, Lawrence Mufamadi, Levison Siwandada and Sipho 
Motha. The committee was popularly known as the Committee of 
Four. The committee aggressively negotiated for protection and im-
provement of workers’ rights. The Committee of Four recorded a 
number of successes, including paid maternity leave for female em-
ployees, something which did not exist at Anglo before. 

Tambani and the Committee of Four successfully negotiated 
with management to have bonuses and salaries paid in December of 
each year. However, when they realised that many workers came 
back broke in January, they had to renegotiate for bonuses to be paid 
in the month of November. Once more, this was approved. 

While he represented workers at AAC, Tambani also ensured 
that a NUM representative from the head office, like Mr Cyril 
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Ramaphosa, the then Secretary General, sat in during workers’ dis-
ciplinary hearings. Tambani’s commitment to advancing the inter-
ests of workers and his love for the NUM was never in doubt.

ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT IN 
LABOUR RELATIONS AND  
CIVIC ORGANISATIONS
Tambani was actively involved in labour relations for much of his 
working life at the AAC head office. His labour activism work grew 
during the time he was part of the NUM leadership. At the NUM, 
Tambani worked alongside prominent trade unionists, some of 
whom ascended to higher political and government offices in the 
post-apartheid South Africa. Among the people who worked with 
Tambani at NUM are Mr Cyril Ramaphosa, the current President of 
the Republic of South Africa, Mr Gwede Mantashe, the current 
Chairperson of the African National Congress (ANC) and the 
Minister of Mineral Resources, and Mr Kgalema Motlanthe a former 
President of the Republic of South Africa. Those he worked with 
have one common impression of Tambani: huge respect for a very 
humble man. Tambani is lauded for his exceptional organising and 
negotiating skills. He was groomed politically by Mr Samson Ndou 
and rose from being an ordinary member of the Black Allied 

Workers Union (BAWU) to the Chair of the Sub-Committee on 
Education at NUM.

Tambani’s first involvement in unionism was with the Black 
Allied Workers Union (BAWU). BAWU was established in 1972, 
following a resolution by the South African Students Organisation 
(SASO) and the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), that a 
trade union needed to be formed to represent the workers at their 
Annual Congress. BAWU was duly formed the same year, i.e. 1972. 
It was initially led by the BCM with close ties to SASO and the Black 
People’s Convention (BPC). BAWU was a general trade union (not 
sector specific) that followed a “blacks only” policy. It stressed that 
it was concerned with African workers. It was viewed as a federation 
of industrial unions, as it was affiliated to many trade unions. Its suc-
cesses include enabling the black workers to open bank accounts.

Tambani joined BAWU because it was inclined towards the Black 
Consciousness Movement, which was regarded as a progressive 
force. Progressive forces were organisations that advocated for an 
end to the racial discrimination of the day. His involvement at this 
stage was that of an ordinary member of the union. He left BAWU 
when a new union was formed in 1980.

The successor to BAWU was the General Allied Workers Union 
(GAWU). It was formed in May 1980. It was a general union that al-
lowed all workers to be members, regardless of the industry in which 
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they worked. That is when Tambani became an active member. He 
was elected to the National Executive Committee (NEC) within 
four years of joining the union. Tambani represented the Union as a 
permanent delegate to the Transvaal Region of the UDF. Although, 
he did not work full-time for the Union, his main duties were to or-
ganise and mediate in cases of disputes. He possessed the charisma 
to bring together people who were different in many aspects. He had 
the ability to be close to people who were in opposing federations, 
like the Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) and 
to bring them close to political trade unionism. He worked to ensure 
that GAWU grew and that its presence was generally felt by all. 

Tambani joined the UDF the year that it was launched in 1983 at 
the Rocklands Community, Mitchells Plain in Cape Town. He had 
been involved in initiatives that led to the formation of the UDF, 
while a member of GAWU. He was part of the team that negotiated 
the unity of all trade unions, which lasted four years. UDF was an an-
ti-apartheid organisation that incorporated many other organisations 
of similar inclination; these included churches, and civic, workers’ 
and students’ organisations. Steps for the formation of UDF had 
been taken as far back as the 1970s, when Reverend Allan Boesak 
called for a united front of churches, trade unions, student organisa-
tions, civic organisations, and sports bodies to fight oppression. 

The Reverend’s address to the Transvaal Anti-SAIC Committee 

(TASC) on 23 January 1983 contributed to the birth of the UDF. 
The formation of the UDF was a culmination of the changes that 
had taken place in the socio, economic and political landscape in 
South Africa following the 1976 Soweto Uprising, which saw a mili-
tant culture manifest. UDF was never formally attached to any polit-
ical party and did not participate in the armed struggle, as it did not 
want to be associated with violent action or acts of sabotage against 
the government.

Tambani participated fully in the structures of the UDF and 
helped set up branches in Soweto. He was a great organiser and pas-
sionate about education which became more pronounced under 
NUM, training shop stewards and educating the elderly.

He ceased to be a member of the UDF in 1991, when it was dis-
banded due to the unbanning of the ANC, SACP, PAC and other or-
ganisations. It had become clear that there was no longer any need 
for it and in March 1991, a decision was made to disband the UDF, 
with its last meeting being held on 14 August 1991.

Tambani was also involved in the activities of the Transvaal 
Indian Congress. However, his involvement was mainly from a plan-
ning and supportive perspective, as he was not an Indian. Dr Sydney 
Mufamadi explained that since Indians were also marginalised by 
the apartheid system, the blacks’ progressive movements strategised 
to join hands with the Indians and Coloureds, so as to fight 
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oppression together. Unions like GAWU played a key role in helping 
the Transvaal Indian Congress in terms of planning and attending 
meetings, as part of the approach of offering solidarity and helping 
with planning and with the Transvaal Indian Congress then execut-
ing the agreed strategies. He worked with the likes of Mr Ismail 
Momoniet of the UDF, who is the current Deputy Director-General 
at the Department of National Treasury. During the struggle days, 
he was a political activist involved in setting up and leading the 
Transvaal Indian Congress. During the time of the Tricameral elec-
tions, which allowed the Indian and Coloured with the blacks pro-
hibited from participating, Tambani went with them to Indian and 
Coloured communities, and they reciprocated during Black local au-
thority elections. They did door-to-door campaigns. 

Tambani was also involved with civic organisations outside his 
work programme in Soweto. Among these was the Soweto Civic 
Association (SCA). Mr Bob Mabaso, a fellow trade unionist and po-
litical activist, said: 

“Remember that civic associations, even before the un-
banning of organisations like ANC, SACP, PAC, 
AZAPO, the civic associations together with the UDF 
had to continue with the struggle before the banned or-
ganisations could take their place. It was leaders like 

comrade Sam that made sure that ordinary people ap-
preciated the value of the banned organisations and to 
fight for the unbanning of the banned organisations 
amongst which was the African National Congress”. 

Another close colleague and friend of Tambani, Mr Simphiwe 
Nanise, indicated that Tambani’s participation in civic organisations 
was not by accident, but part of a well thought out strategy for black 
people’s emancipation. Mr Nanise explained that, at the time, the 
general consensus was that one could not be a leader and activist at 
work and go home and rest; yet he faced so many other challenges at 
home too due to the tense political and socio-economic climate of 
the time. These challenges included people being arrested for pass 
problems, eviction, rent increases and being forced to use the 
Afrikaans language as a medium of communication and learning at 
school. Therefore, after work, activists had to wear another hat – 
that of a civic activist – in order to continue with the struggle. Some 
of the civic organisations that Tambani was involved with included 
the street committees and the Committee of Ten, which was later 
transformed into the SCA. 

The Committee of Ten was also called the Soweto Local Au thor-
ity Committee. It was a civic organisation that was formed by promi-
nent residents of Soweto, after the demise of the Urban Bantu 
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Council (UBC), which was being used by authorities to oppress 
black people. The purpose of the Committee of Ten was to repre-
sent the residents of Soweto. The activities of the Committee were 
characterised by high levels of both militancy and mass mobilisa-
tion. The influence of the committee spread to the local masses, as 
they would go from street to street and house to house mobilising 
people and informing them about the Committee. They urged resi-
dents to resist some of the exploitative mechanisms of the regime of 
the time, for example, the exorbitant rent increases by the munici-
pality, which were as high as 80% in Soweto. This triggered tension 
and high levels of militancy in Soweto, as people resisted the re-
gime’s tactics through rent boycotts. 

Tambani was very active on the Committee of Ten, as he could 
explain to the people the purpose of the committee and what was 
being done to liberate South Africa. At a lower level, there were 
street committees that were more localised and which played the 
same role of mobilisation of residents in the respective streets. Street 
committees were the brain-child of civic organisations because 
street leaders would attend civic meetings and pass information on 
to the people.

The SCA was formed after a conference that converted the Com-
mittee of Ten into the Civic Association. The Committee of Ten was 
an interim body that was formalised into a civic organisation. Since 

Tambani came from Meadowlands, a part of Soweto, he became in-
volved in the SCA by virtue of being a resident of the area. There 
were Black local authorities that administered the townships. The 
SCA also took higher level measures of resisting exploitation, for in-
stance rent boycotts and awareness sessions on the underground ac-
tivities of unions like the South African Con gress of Trade Unions 
(SACTU). The aim was to mobilise people to stand up for their 
rights.

Tambani was one of the founding members of the NUM, which 
was formed in 1982. Other notable founding members were Mr 
Cyril Ramaphosa, its first General Secretary, James Motlatsi, the 
first President, and Elijah Barayi, who was the Vice President. Mr 
Barayi would later become the first president of COSATU, when it 
was formed in 1985.

NUM was the first union to adopt the Freedom Charter and ap-
pointed Nelson Mandela as its honorary life-time president. Such 
gestures cemented the relationship between worker aspirations and 
the national liberation project. It defined the struggle on the shop 
floor with broader aspirations of the progressive freedom loving 
South Africans and called on the release of Nelson Mandela.

Tambani joined NUM after leaving GAWU, which was an open 
workers’ union that accepted membership from all black workers. 
There was a call to organise the members according to industrial 
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sector, e.g. metal, engineering, mining and so on, hence a “one union 
per sector” principle was adopted. Therefore, Tambani became an 
NUM member, which was the union for mine workers, since he 
worked at the AAC head office.

At NUM, he was elected into the very influential and crucial post 
of Chairperson of the National Educational Sub-Committee 
(NESCO). The focus was on education because the majority of 
mineworkers were illiterate. Education provided them with an un-
derstanding of their conditions of service. They were taught and 
trained through the education sub-committee, which was one of the 
most appreciated benefits of being a member of the union. The edu-
cation provided included the concept of freedom of association, 
how to make representation to management and understanding of 
the Recognition Agreements. 

At the time, in every mine enterprise that was organised, there 
had to be a negotiated Recognition Agreement. Therefore, the work-
ers had to understand what the Recognition Agreements meant in 
terms of their rights and obligations. The education sub-committee 
played a pivotal role in explaining how the mining industry fitted 
into the South African economy, their role in it, their interest in it 
and how those interests could be pursued. The connection between 
their immediate work issues and their plight as Africans, migrant 
workers, family members and so on, had to be explained. 

Tambani had a great passion for education and the training of 
workers. He was very good at understanding the labour relations 
laws of the time. He trained the shop stewards, not just on political 
matters, but also on the NUM syllabus, which provided an elemen-
tary introductory programme, followed by an intermediate level 
programme and, finally, an advanced programme. 

Tambani rose through the ranks to become a leader in the 
Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging (PWV) Region, which was the 
NUM branch that he belonged to. By virtue of being the National 
Chairperson of the NESCO structure, he automatically became a 
National Executive Committee (NEC) member of NUM. He helped 
in identifying people with leadership potential and the qualities 
needed to lead the NUM. According to Mr Frans Baleni, some of the 
NUM leaders that were identified for leadership positions with the 
help of Tambani, included people like Messrs Gwede Mantashe, 
Kgalema Motlanthe and Paul Nkuna. Mr Gwede Mantashe later be-
came the Secretary General of the ANC and Mr Paul Nkuna was the 
first Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the Mineworkers Investment 
Company (MIC). Those who worked with Tambani applaud him 
for his ability to settle conflict whenever it arose.

Tambani was a crucial proponent in the formation of the Con fed-
eration of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). Prior to its 
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formation, there were four years of unity negotiations between dif-
ferent competing unions and federations unions that were opposed 
to apartheid and were committed to a non-racial, non-sexist and 
democratic South Africa. On 30 November 1985, thirty-three unions 
met at the then University of Natal and the meeting gave birth to 
COSATU the following day, with Mr Elijah Barayi being elected as 
the first President and Mr Jay Naidoo as the General Secretary. Some 
of their initial resolutions included: establishing a union for each in-
dustry within six months, focusing on stopping the exploitation of 
female workers, calling for the lifting of the State of Emer gency, the 
withdrawal of troops from the townships, the release of all political 
prisoners, demanding the right to strike and picket, determining a 
national minimum wage, and extending the struggle for trade unions 
rights in the homelands. Sam’s mentor, Mr Samson Ndou, said: 

“Sam became part of GAWU. Now, that was the time 
Sam Tambani became an active member of the union. 
At that point in time, in 1981, all the unions in South 
Africa were talking about Unity Talks. The Unity Talks 
took four years to have results of their meetings. So Sam 
Tambani, Louise Ramono, Sydney Mufamadi and many 
others as members of GAWU were part of the negotia-
tions with other unions”.

Dr Sydney Mufamadi added: 

“These unions that came together to form COSATU 
came from different backgrounds. You needed to con-
tinue to find a way of overcoming historical allegiances 
in order for people to assume a new identity and a new 
con sciousness about who they are. From time to time 
there would be a breakdown in the programme meet-
ings of COSATU when people were too “my union cen-
tred”, “union centric”, “What is the position of my un-
ion?”, as opposed to be what is the position of COSATU 
and what implication does it have for what my individu-
al union should do. Tambani was one of those cadres, as 
I said, whose level of consciousness could be relied 
upon to bridge all these gaps and petty differences that 
existed in the beginning; and that was much more im-
portant a leadership role than a formal position a per-
son occupies in the union”.

Linked to this is his involvement in the activities of the South 
African Congress of Trade unions (SACTU), which was an ally of 
the ANC. After the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, most of the 
SACTU members were jailed or forced into exile and SACTU was 
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forced to go underground. 
Tambani had the ability to connect with all the unions in 

COSATU and work with them. He also had contacts with all unions 
in COSATU. He was an excellent organiser. He helped the unions 
organise seminars and workshops. He did not confine himself to 
NUM work only; for example, he helped with organising the cater-
ing workers into the South Africa Commercial Catering and Allied 
Workers Union (SACCAWU); he helped organise people who 
worked for the banks into the Congregated and Allied Workers 
Union (CAWUSA) (later the name was changed to SACCAWU). 
He had a huge influence in terms of the network of activists he al-
ways maintained in the various unions. 
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Sam addressing a meeting Sam at his house
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SECTION III

SAM TAMBANI’S POLITICAL LIFE

During his lifetime, Sam Tambani played numerous roles, perhaps 
the most significant of them was his trade union and political activ-
ism. While there is a thin line between the two roles, one cannot 
separate his role as a trade unionist and a political activist, as they 
were often interlinked. Tambani discharged both his responsibilities 
in the same way because, for him, the struggle for emancipation was 
the same, whether on the political front through political organisa-
tions or through trade unions or civic organisations. One cannot 
compartmentalise him and grade one role above the other, for he 
was good at all of them. Therefore, his trade unionism and political 
roles were often intertwined. While his trade union activities were 
evident, his political activism was complicated and discreet, as it in-
volved networking and organising underground structures. 

SAM TAMBANI 
THE POLITICAL ACTIVIST

Political baptism

According to Tambani’s brother, Philemon, after Christmas 1977, he 
moved to Johannesburg by train with his mother. Philemon de-
scribes this moment as “a period of lull”. A period of lull, he defines 
as, “a period at which the nation was coming out of the June 16 up-
rising, whereby the Boers were very much vigilant and observant”. It 
is then that the young Tambani began to immerse himself in politi-
cal issues. Shortly after their arrival in Johannesburg, Tambani began 
to work at Anglo American. And he subsequently joined GAWU. It 
was there that Tambani received his political baptism and began to 
understand political and trade union issues. 

Tambani went into politics via trade unionism. The labour activ-
ism then was centred on black consciousness, due to the racial segre-
gation that was prevalent at the time. One could not be a labour ac-
tivist and not be involved in politics in one way or the other. 
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Tambani held a belief that one day South Africa would be free and 
all would be well. The trade unionism movement gave him the bap-
tism and push he needed to participate in politics. Tambani believed 
that the struggle would be won through sacrifices. He always made 
reference to Zimbabwe’s independence in 1980, as it was the latest 
country to gain freedom. Zimbabwe and South Africa are neigh-
bours, and share a lot in common as the struggle leaders had to op-
erate from exile to spearhead the struggle, while those in the coun-
try had to be discreet, less they were arrested. He educated people 
about where the revolution started and where it was going. 

In 1979 and 1980, the major concentration of effort was on mo-
bilising and establishing youth formations. As such, young people 
like Tambani were specifically recruited to mobilise the youth. As a 
result, Tambani became a member of the Congress of South African 
Students (COSAS), which was an organisation for students at sec-
ondary school, technical colleges, teacher training colleges and cor-
respondence colleges – hence the name, the Congress of South 
African Students. The slogan of COSAS was ‘each one teach one’. 
The organisation was a vehicle for mobilising young people in line 
with the congress tradition. The COSAS meetings took place in a 
tiny house that was then called ‘The People’s House’, in 
Meadowlands Zone 8. It belonged to Alone Ngwedzeni’s family. 
Alone was a messenger and part of the movement. It was at that 

house that the recruitment of new members took place.
However with the passage of time, it was realised that COSAS 

was not sufficiently catering for all young people, as there were 
young people who were neither in tertiary institutions nor high 
schools, but working people or unemployed. The idea of organising 
the South African Youth Congress (SAYCO) was mooted and 
adopted. As a result, the employed and unemployed youth were 
then organised under the SAYCO umbrella. 

Tambani had a connection with young people and his strength 
lay in the fact that he was able to maintain a network of contacts of 
fellow activists. It was during that time that Tambani was con-
scientising his younger peers and greatly influenced them by raising 
their level of consciousness about the issues that were affecting soci-
ety at the time. He shaped their politics and helped them to under-
stand the politics of the ANC and of trade unionism. Mr Mfana 
Gwala, Mr Frank Matshavha and Mr Strike Ralegoma were some of 
the people mentored by Tambani.

During that time, the African National Congress (ANC), the 
South African Communist Party (SACP) and the Pan African 
Congress (PAC) were all banned, and their leaders were arrested or 
were in exile. The distribution of political literature was banned too. 
Consequently, political activism was done underground, so as to 
evade arrest or being killed and to keep the struggle alive. Trade 
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unions became a front for political activism. The UDF was a front 
for the banned ANC until it’s unbanning in 1990 alongside other 
liberation movements.
 
Sam Tambani was instrumental in running the strict underground 
political network. He was pivotal in circulating banned literature to 
activists. At AAC there was a huge duplicating machine, which 
Tambani used to reproduce the political materials that were given to 
him. Often, he could spend a day duplicating a whole book. He then 
provided the photocopied book that had been bound properly. 
Tambani also had material that was only otherwise available in 
Lusaka at the headquarters of the ANC in exile. 

Mr Samson Ndou provided details of how they grouped and op-
erated. 

“A nucleus term is not used in open politics. It’s a struc-
ture that operates underground. A nucleus – let’s take 
Johannesburg as a district – then there would be a nucle-
us in that district of Johannesburg. So, this district must 
give back to different cells in the whole district. A nucle-
us is a centre where the leadership and directions comes 
from. I don’t know if you understand that this is under-
ground language. Then in this nucleus, when they form 

cells around it means that the cells do not know about 
the existence of one another. And these cells are only 
known by the centre for security reasons. If this cell is 
wiped out by the security police, these members of the 
cell here will not point out that there is somebody also 
next door, and so on who happen to be in a cell”. 

While the underground meetings continued to take place, it was the 
efforts of the likes of Sam Tambani that led to the breakthrough in 
the formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF) in 1983, and 
then later the formation of COSATU in 1985. Another mentee of 
Tambani’s remembers how, on one occasion, Tambani took him to a 
meeting at ‘The People’s House’ and convinced him to join the 
movement, which he did, seeing that he knew people like Mr 
Lawrence Bayana, Mr Charles Msisinyane and Mr Joseph Pandelani, 
who were also part of the movement.

In the meantime, Tambani was working at Anglo American. 
When it was discovered that he was using the department’s resource 
to mobilise people, Tambani was moved from the Security 
Department to the Purchasing Department. That move allowed 
Tambani to become even more familiar with trade union issues, as 
he began to attend NUM meetings and got more involved in politi-
cal matters. Furthermore, the move did not paralyse his political 
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agenda, as his comrade, Mr Maruli Mufamadi, was left in the 
Security Department. It ensured continuity of Tambani’s political 
and unionism ambitions both from the Security and Purchasing 
Departments at AAC. 

During 1982 and 1983, Tambani always carried a radio to listen to 
ANC programs on Radio Freedom, which were broadcast from the 
ANC’s exile headquarters in Lusaka, Zambia. The host of the pro-
gram was the former ANC and South African President, Mr Thabo 
Mbeki, who began each broadcast with the words, ‘Forward with 
war; forward with freedom’. Although the apartheid government 
could not block Radio Freedom, had the Boers found out that 
Tambani was listening to the broadcast, he would have been arrested, 
because the ANC was banned and listening to the Radio Freedom 
broadcast carried a jail term. Despite the risk, Tambani continued to 
listen to the radio station, because it was a struggle News Channel 
that was instrumental in recruiting ANC members, informing them 
of the party’s activities and the Umkhonto We Sizwe (MK), as well as 
the struggle activities to be embarked upon in the country.

Tambani’s younger brother, Philemon Tambani, recalls times 
when they had to deliver letters from Kgalema Motlanthe on 
Robben Island to his father. Tambani bought them a soccer ball, so 
that they could pretend they were playing soccer, while delivering 
the letters. Before going to school, they would play next to Mr 

Kgalema Motlanthe’s father’s house, which was next to the water 
tank, where people were not allowed to come. The strategy was that 
while they were playing soccer, the boys would kick the ball close to 
the house, so that they could get in and give the old man a message 
about what was going on politically. 

The General and Allied Workers Union (GAWU) played a role 
in the underground political activities in which Tambani was in-
volved. The union was used as a cover for young movement workers 
that met to have political discussions. Although it was a union and 
was operating as such, it provided a platform to have political meet-
ings at night. According to Mr Frank Matshavha, Tambani’s mentee 
in terms of politics: 

“GAWU was a union because the Boers were trouble-
some when they discover anything political and we 
wanted something which we could use as a disguise 
against the Boers. It was thus a union, operating as a un-
ion, but used for political meetings. During the night it 
was politics. Tambani used to send people out to train 
as ANC soldiers for Umkhonto We Sizwe (MK). He 
was good at that – Mr Sam was able to unite people. He 
was also able to send people out, sending them out to 
go and train”. 
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The unions would hide ANC soldiers, as they operated under-
ground. It facilitated the recruitment of soldiers for the ANC and fa-
cilitated their travel across the borders of South Africa, when they 
went to get training. 

Upon his arrival in Meadowlands, Mr Ndou was already mature 
in his political thinking and, through him, the young Tambani and 
his contemporaries, such as Dr Sydney Mufamadi, Mr Strike 
Ralegoma and Mr Louise Ramono were politicised into a cell. Mr 
Ndou and his newly formed cell met at house no. 78 in Meadowlands 
Zone 8, the house of Mr Elias Mokoena’s uncle, who lived not far 
from Tambani’s house. It is at that house that the cell discussed and 
debated issues of politics. Mr Ndou remembers that Tambani was al-
ways present at the meetings and although he did not speak much, 
he was very keen to listen. Tambani wanted action from the first day.

Mr Charles Musisinyane was also one of Tambani’s mentees in 
politics. He recalls a time when a group of comrades became victims 
and targets of the security forces, which forced them to work under-
ground. They sought shelter and a hiding place at Tambani’s house, 
after they were released from some months of detention under 
Section 29 of the Internal Security Act Number 74, which allowed 
for indefinite detention in solitary confinement for the purpose of 
interrogation. It was risky for Tambani; nevertheless, he welcomed 
them. At one point, the police came to the house after a tip-off, but 

Tambani protected them by claiming they were his brothers and rel-
atives from Venda who had paid him a visit. In the ensuing debacle, 
Mr Lawrence Bayane, who was secretary of the Soweto Students 
Congress, was forced to eat the minutes that had been taken during 
the meetings. Tambani always insisted that the young cadres leave 
politics to concentrate on education, as the new government would 
need educated young people to run its affairs.

Tambani’s mother was aware of the political meetings that her son 
was attending. Unlike other parents in the community, she did not 
discourage her son from participating in politics. While other moth-
ers in the community might have demanded that their children stop 
associating with fellow activists because they might be arrested and 
sent to Robben Island, Tambani’s mother had her own way of doing 
things. She also helped to hide comrades like Mr George Nekota, 
when he escaped from a police raid on his home. This was pivotal in 
maintaining the underground network of political activism.

The story of George Negota, one of Tambani’s fellow activists at 
the time, is that he was once picked up by police and was placed in a 
house in Meadowlands Zone 8. A few days later the police raided a 
house of a friend who stayed in Sinaone and forced the inhabitants 
to point out the houses of each of the cell members. When they ar-
rived in Meadowlands Zone 8 the young man pointed out the house 
of George Negota. The Afrikaner police kicked down the door to 
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search for him. Amidst the chaos that ensued, Nekota managed to 
slip out of their hands and fled to the house of Tambani’s mother, 
who hid him and took care of him. Later on, the young man, who 
had brought the police to the house, went around the township tell-
ing people that the Venda’s had ‘muthi’ that aided their escape from 
the police dragnet. So, Tambani’s mother helped her son and his fel-
low activists from a logistical point of view. The Tambani house in 
Meadowlands Zone 8, was a transit camp to exile for many com-
rades in the days following 1976.

Tambani was involved in networking and organising the under-
ground structures of the political organisations he was involved in, 
particularly the ANC and the SACP. During that period, the most 
difficult aspect of leading and participating in the struggle was the 
exposure to many dangers. One could be arrested and detained or 
killed by the oppressive regime or by the black-on-black violence 
that erupted. One had to be extremely disciplined, careful and dis-
creet in order to survive and lead effectively in the underground po-
litical structures, like Tambani did. He used to connect with the un-
derground structures of the ANC. There was an ANC pamphlet 
called ‘Sechaba’, and speeches would be distributed through under-
ground structures at that time. It was supposed to be a secret and 
highly confidential pamphlet and no copies could be made. One had 
to just read it there and then before the document was taken back. 

Tambani was a very resourceful person. 
As a member of the progressive political parties, the ANC and 

SACP, which were waging a struggle to dismantle apartheid in South 
Africa, his leadership and other skills were utilised to advance the 
cause of liberation. He participated in recruiting and imparting po-
litical education to members. Most of the trade unions, especially 
COSATU, had resolutions that were political, like calling for the re-
lease of political prisoners and a non-racial South Africa.

Tambani was lucky not to be arrested or detained. He operated 
mostly underground and, therefore, was not easy to detect. His abili-
ty to evade being arrested and being killed is highly commendable. 
He was an astute and disciplined politician, as much as he was a 
trade unionist.

His biggest influence was his mentor, Mr Samson Ndou, who 
groomed him as a trade unionist and a political activist. He worked 
with many activists who went on to become the main political play-
ers in post-apartheid South Africa, such as Mr Gwede Mantashe, Mr 
Cyril Ramaphosa and Mr Kgalema Motlante and this had a pro-
found effect on his political career.

His role in the SACP

Inasmuch as Tambani was firmly rooted in the political struggle, his 
dedication to the SACP was evident. A fellow comrade in the 
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struggle, Dr Sydney Mufamadi, remembers that during their politi-
cal discussions, Sam Tambani became exposed to black conscious-
ness literature, as well as literature associated with the ANC and its 
allied organisations and partners. The most prominent of the litera-
ture that featured in their discussions was the Road to South African 
Freedom, which was the programme of the SACP that was adopted 
in 1961. 

He was a disciplined and excellent worker. In those days, it was 
not that difficult to maintain discipline, because if one was not disci-
plined the chances of being arrested were high. The type of work 
that Tambani undertook on behalf of the SACP was mainly to do 
with the circulation of banned literature, such as Imisebenzi and 
Sechaba, which were some of the SACP and ANC reading materials, 
respectively. Tambani distributed the banned material to SACP 
members, together with other activists, including his best friend, Mr 
Simphiwe Nanise. Inasmuch as he distributed political literature, 
Tambani read the literature that he was distributing thoroughly. This 
enhanced his political education tremendously.

In the SACP, his duties were more or less the same as the duties 
he was given by the ANC. He recruited members to the SACP, the 
likes of Mr Godfrey Oliphant. He used his excellent oratory skills to 
enlighten people on why they should join and play a role in the 
struggle. He was able to relate to comrades around him and the 

struggles of the community in general. His NUM affiliation came in 
handy following the NUM resolution of 1987 that mineworkers 
must take control and lead society, civic organisations and every-
where where there was a leadership vacuum. It comes as no surprise 
that NUM provided the ANC with most of their secretary generals 
and other key officials. The resolution came about when the apart-
heid regime declared a State of Emergency in 1986, in order to crush 
everybody; but they could not ban COSATU, and everybody was 
paralysed in all organisations. 

Tambani also played a pivotal role in selecting and organising ac-
tivists that received communist ideology training. He facilitated that 
Mr Philemon Tambani and Mr Charles Musisinyani, among others, 
attend the Marxist Community School in the former Soviet Union, 
where they studied political economy, social development and trade 
unionism. The former Soviet Union was one of the training grounds 
of communist education and strategies. Philemon remembers how 
they had to share and eat Das Kapital, a huge Marxist textbook, after 
the Boer police knocked at their door. Mfana Gwala, one of 
Tambani’s political mentees recalls borrowing several communist 
textbooks from Tambani, including Das Kapital. He was an ardent 
reader of communist material and strongly recommended reading it 
to his fellow political and union activists.

His contributions to the struggle for freedom did not go 



31

THE LIFE AND WORKS OF SAM TAMBANI

unnoticed. The SACP named a branch in Venda the ‘Sam Tambani 
Branch’ in his honour, as indicated by Mr Lybro Mavhandu, the Sam 
Tambani SACP branch Chairperson and ANC Rolihlahla branch 
Deputy Chairperson: 

“The role that Tambani played was such a huge thing in 
our community. Everybody felt that he was doing what 
Chris Hani, Mandela and Sisulu were doing, which is to 
fight for our freedom; and that motivated us a lot; and 
even when we established our structures in our commu-
nity, we named the SACP branch in our ward Sam 
Tambani”.

It was to appreciate that, although they did not have much time with 
him, the role he played in the struggle was very important and could 
not be ignored. 

His role in the ANC

It is not clear when Tambani joined the ANC, as he became active 
when the political activism was banned and the parties operated un-
derground. It is most likely that he joined the party when he became 
an active member of GAWU. His role in the ANC was similar to the 
role he played in the SACP, especially with regard to the distribution 

of Sechaba and underground system operations management.
Sam Tambani became a staunch ANC supporter. Although the 

ANC was banned during the apartheid years, the organisation was 
still operational underground. After the First National Consultative 
Conference of April 1969, in Morogoro, Tanzania, the ANC realised 
that the most dependable rear bases for its activists would be those 
that built inside the country. It meant that the organisation had to 
have a network of politically trained activists who were to embody 
all the programmes of the ANC. Therefore, all the activists who 
were produced during that time were inevitably trained in such a 
way that they would become all-round operators. It was during this 
time that the ANC articulated what it called the four pillars of the 
struggle, namely: mass mobilisation, the political underground, in-
ternational solidarity work and the armed struggle. Emphasis was in-
creasingly placed on ensuring that when activists were identified 
and recruited, their training happened inside the country. Tambani 
became instrumental in this.

Tambani was part of the machinery that co-ordinated sending 
people out of the country for training as ANC soldiers for Umkhonto 
We Sizwe. His success with this underground political work may be 
attributed to the fact that he was a man of few words, who let his 
work speak for him. He was also one of the respected people, not 
because he demanded respect, but because of his work. He got 
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credit because of what he did. No one in Soweto could touch 
Tambani and his family, because people protected those who pro-
tected them.

Many people who encountered Tambani say that he was also an 
eloquent speaker, who used to defend with passion and vigour the 
ANC, SANCO and the other organisations that he belonged to. At 
the time, there was propaganda that was meant to destroy the credi-
bility of the ANC. It was comrades like Tambani that countered that 
propaganda by telling the people the truth about the ANC, SACTU, 
COSATU, civic associations and the SACP. 

Sam Tambani could be defined as an all-rounder. Although he 
was a working person involved in trade union activities, he had a 
high level of political consciousness that transcended narrow trade 
unionism. He understood the importance of trade union organisa-
tions in the broad political-economic sense. He was a political activ-
ist who understood trade union activity in the broader context of 
national liberation. 

Tambani contributed a lot to the mass mobilisation of people, 
which was the third pillar of the struggle for freedom. His contribu-
tion was in terms of ensuring that the unions and the youth forma-
tions were established. That work was coordinated through the 
UDF because during the ban, all the structures were affiliated to the 
UDF. Tambani arranged for comrades like Mr Frank Matshavha to 

receive firearms training and firearms after completing their train-
ing. It was all done under a high level of secrecy for security reasons. 

He was a remarkable organiser. Although he did not have a driv-
er’s license or a car, he still went everywhere: wherever he was need-
ed, he would be there. How he managed this baffled many.

Sam Tambani played a pivotal role in making young activists 
aware of the underground structures of the ANC. It was during that 
time that the rent boycott escalated in intensity and because 
Tambani and other comrades were involved with the youth, they 
played a particular role in sustaining the Soweto rent boycott. 

The UDF became the umbrella body that coordinated all the 
campaigns, such as the Release Mandela Campaign. The under-
ground work of comrade Tambani and his team was strong because 
if such people were unable to mobilise the masses and render the 
government ungovernable, the ANC campaigns would not have 
been successful. In 1990, with the unbanning of the ANC, the struc-
tures of the organisation began to operate in the open. It was during 
this time that Tambani was elected chairperson of the ANC Sub-
Region in Soweto, a position that he held until his death. 

Tambani took on a big responsibility when he was elected chair-
person of the ANC Sub-Region in Soweto. A person could not be 
elected at that level if he/she was not strong. The region included all 
areas around Soweto and was not only the biggest, but also the most 



33

THE LIFE AND WORKS OF SAM TAMBANI

highly politicised region to this day. It was not just anybody who 
could end up leading a region as big as Soweto. It could not be any-
body who was not politically astute, sharp and grounded – attributes 
that early leaders like Tambani had. Because they were fortunate in 
that they mixed with the elderly people who were schooled in the 
politics of the ANC.

The struggle was Tambani’s passion. It was like playing soccer. 
Struggle phrases like ‘Forward with war’ were always heard around 
him. Together with his comrades, like Dr Sydney Mufamadi, he used 
to listen to Radio Freedom, putting batteries in the sun to recharge, 
so that they could be put back into the radio again. Tambani was 
able to interact with everybody within the context of the black con-
sciousness umbrella, where one did not have to necessarily declare 
your affiliations.

One can easily point out the political contributions that Tambani 
made within the ANC. Firstly, he made some changes in terms of 
mobilising the people of Soweto as a whole. Campaigns were run, 
whereby activists would go from street to street and house to house 
in 1985 in order to organise people and inform them about the 
Committee of Ten which later became the SCA. 

Furthermore, Tambani was good at facilitating assigned political 
tasks efficiently and with precision. He recruited the likes of Mr 
Frans Baleni – his former workmate at ACC, who later became 

General Secretary of NUM – to the underground work of the ANC, 
linking through with the networks in Lesotho working with the 
leaders of the then underground South African Federation of Trade 
Unions (SAFTU). Tambani was the facilitator who arranged the 
logistics in different places. Tambani was a thinker who preferred to 
plan diligently, rather than talk too much.

Tambani is also credited with a key political contribution as an 
activist, i.e. changing the mindset of people. Mr Charles Musisinyane 
testified and acknowledged the role that Tambani played in chang-
ing his views: 

“I started to realise that the problem South Africa was 
facing was not about students or Bantu education, but a 
social problem. And so I participated in whatever was 
happening, and I don’t regret doing that. I actively par-
ticipated in removing the apartheid system. So, his influ-
ence changed me politically, because before my thinking 
was that I should focus on problems in education”. 

In the view of Dr Mufamadi, in the absence of people like comrade 
Tambani, many of the lies that were propagated against the ANC-led 
movement would have taken ground and would have spread unabat-
ed. Therefore, the likes of Tambani played a role in telling the 
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people the truth, while the apartheid regime was telling the people 
lies to destroy the credibility of the ANC.

Dr Sydney Mufamadi acknowledged that one of the political achieve-
ments that Tambani helped to produce was to create conditions for 
broad organisation and mobilisation on virtually every front: 

“You know, when the National Party decided to open 
the space for the re-emergence of trade unions, they did 
not imagine the type of militant trade unions that we 
formed and built”. 

In the view of Charles Musisinyane, who was mentored by Tambani, 
discipline and unselfishness were key attributes of Tambani. Ac cord-
ing to Musisinyane, Tambani was not somebody who liked to be 
seen: 

“With Tambani I learnt that you should listen when 
someone says something to you; and you should use 
their advice. His discipline gave him dignity that al-
lowed people to listen to him when he spoke”. 

Tambani is lauded as a selfless leader who believed that comrades 

must share responsibilities, whether these responsibilities were in 
the limelight or not. Bob Mabaso reflects: 

“People like comrade Tambani were the people that 
linked the leadership inside the country and the leader-
ship outside the country – the leadership in Lusaka and 
the leadership inside the country. And when comrade 
O.R. Tambo said, ‘Make South Africa ungovernable, 
make the apartheid government ungovernable’, it was 
people like comrade Tambani who accepted that in-
struction from comrade O.R. Tambo and contributed 
to making South Africa ungovernable”. 

Mr Musisinyane further attributes much of his commitment to the 
ANC to the manner in which Tambani respected collective leader-
ship: 

“Well I am the way that I am because of him – in terms of 
that discipline … organisational discipline of the move-
ment. That is why we believe in collective leadership and 
having punctuality and all those attributes. That is why 
we are still in the ANC, although there are serious chal-
lenges, but we remained; we did not break with the 
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Congress of the People (COPE) and now the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF). We are still in the ANC”. 

Of course, the biggest achievement Tambani did not live to see was 
the freedom for which he fought, which came one year after his 
death, which was his single biggest achievement.

THE DEATH OF SAM TAMBANI
As the saying goes, the darkest hour is before the dawn. The unan-
ticipated change in the sequence of events, one terrible occasion af-
ter another would describe the unforgettable time. After all the 
sweat from all the energy applied towards trade unionism and politi-
cal and civic activism, countless meetings, clandestine plans, all with 
the hope and burning desire to witness the birth of a new South 
Africa, a republic free of racial discrimination and inequality, it was 
not to be. A bullet from the police ended it all. He would not live to 
see the dawn of a new country, dying almost a year before the event.

THE ASSASSINATION OF CHRIS HANI

In the early 1990s, tensions continued to rise in South Africa. The 
ANC and other political organisations had just been unbanned and 
political prisoners such as Mr Nelson Mandela and others were 

released. However, a stalemate between the National Party (the 
apartheid regime ruling party) and the ANC and other liberation or-
ganisations emerged. The apartheid regime tried as much as possi-
ble to delay the elections, in order to lengthen its term in govern-
ment, while in the meantime the killing of black people across the 
country became widespread. Some people were murdered on the 
trains as they were commuting to and from work, while others were 
killed in taxis. It is noted that sometimes white people would be 
seen with painted black faces, so that the attacks would be portrayed 
as black-on-black violence, whereas it was mainly the National Party 
(NP) government and its murderers that were killing the people. 

As the political climate in South Africa continued to intensify, 
around mid-morning on 10 April 1993, the General Secretary of the 
SACP, Mr Chris Hani was assassinated in the driveway of his 
Boksburg home, as he drove back from the shops. The assassination 
of Chris Hani fanned the flames of tension, as the country was en-
raged by his death. On the evening of his murder, a meeting between 
the leaders of the alliance took place and it was decided that mass 
meetings should be organised across the length and breadth of the 
country and that various leaders would be deployed to coordinate 
and address the meetings. 
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PROTESTS AND THE MARCH TO  
PROTEA POLICE STATION

While the apartheid regime stubbornly refused to concede, protests 
across the country became widespread. One of the protests was at-
tended by thousands of people who were participating in a peaceful 
march against the death of Mr. Chris Hani. On Wednesday, 14 April 
1993, four days after the murder of Hani, a memorial service com-
memorating the life of Hani was held at the Jabulani Amphitheatre 
in Soweto. The service was followed by a march to the Protea Police 
Station in Soweto to present a memorandum protesting the assassi-
nation of Mr Hani. The march was led by, amongst others, Sam 
Tambani, who was the Secretary of the Soweto Region of the ANC, 
at the time, and his deputy, Nandi Mayathula-Khoza. As the protest-
ers waited outside the police station for someone from the police to 
come and receive the memorandum, the police snipers opened fire 
on the marchers, shooting Tambani and others. 

As the crowd scattered, one of the comrades picked up the in-
jured Tambani, who had been shot in the heart, put him into his car 
and rushed him to the then Baragwanath Hospital, now popularly 
known as Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital. Attempts to save his 
life proved unsuccessful and Tambani was declared dead on arrival 
at the hospital. Tambani and seven others who were at the forefront 
of the march were killed in the shooting. His death left a big void in 

the movement, which had lost a leader. Mbulaheni (Kill Me), being 
his middle name, proved prophetic, as Tambani was killed in cold 
blood. As a family man, his wife Ivy lost a husband, his children lost 
a father, his mother lost a son and his siblings lost a brother.

DEATH, MEMORIAL AND BURIAL OF SAM TAMBANI

Tambani was laid to rest on Saturday, 24 April 1993 at the Avalon 
Cemetery in Klipspruit West, Soweto, almost a year before the free 
democratic Republic of South Africa was born. At his funeral ser-
vice, speakers from the ANC, SACP, COSATU, civic society and the 
NUM paid tribute to the fallen leader. Reverend Paul Verryn of the 
Methodist Church was one of the people who conducted the funeral 
proceedings – the same pastor who had married Tambani and the 
newly-widowed Ivy. Post-apartheid senior government officials 
mentioned in the early section of the biography, bemoaned his un-
timely death.
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Sam’s funeral
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SECTION IVREFLECTIONS ON 
WHAT SAM TAMBANI’S  
LIFE EMBODIES

REFLECTIONS ON SAM 
TAMBANI THE PERSON

Sam Tambani, a man from Venda in the Limpopo Province, never 
forgot his roots. Originating from humble beginnings and the strug-
gles faced by all black South Africans under the apartheid system, he 
rose to be a formidable trade unionist, educator, freedom fighter, po-
litical activist, underground struggle network specialist, organiser 
without a title and a community activist. He was a dedicated, unify-
ing, diplomatic and humble person of modesty who never lost his 
cool. He always believed in doing what was right, despite the apart-
heid system, notably his fight for women and the disadvantaged 
both at work and in the community at large. 

The most important quality that Tambani had in abundance was 

love for his family. This love ballooned to involve all those who were 
associated with him. His politeness and feeling for others made him 
fight for them. He would not pass a person in the street without talk-
ing to him/her. He was very sociable and would share with every 
person as evidenced by the number of people who could stay with 
him in a three roomed house, providing shelter to people as many as 
twenty people at a time. He used to care for everybody without con-
sidering family bonds or tribe. Such was his love and selflessness, 
without which his legacy would not have been easy to sustain.

Tambani was a selfless and analytical person. He had compassion 
for those facing difficulties at his expense like the act of giving his 
own stove and hiring transport to take it to his comrades while leav-
ing him and his siblings without one. He had a coal stove at his 
house and one day, Tambani was busy with a political campaign and 
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found people without a stove. He promised them that because they 
were cold, he would give them his stove. He even hired a car to carry 
it. When his young brother, Philemon, who was not home when this 
happened, came back home and found the stove gone, he enquired 
about it. Tambani told him that he would buy them a two-plate stove 
and he bought a heater and the two-plate stove for the house the fol-
lowing day. There was a gentleman who had issues with his dry 
cleaning. He had to fight for the dry-cleaned material, which had not 
been cleaned properly. The debacle continued until they bought 
him a new one. The man was not even aware that Tambani was a po-
litical person. 

He left school early due to financial hardships and joined the 
workforce at the tender age of seventeen. This had a profound effect 
on him and his later activism. When he began working at AAC, all 
that has been lying quietly deep in him was woken up. So was his 
ambition to relocate to Limpopo Province in the independent South 
Africa.

His passion was for fairness in spite of the prevailing state of af-
fairs and circumstances. Pursuant to that, he helped the poor and 
the oppressed, especially the women. During his days, widows were 
being evicted from their family homes upon the death of the man of 
the house. He fought against this practise and reclaimed the houses 
forcibly – he illegally occupied them and gave them back to the 

widows and their families. The same can be said of his fight for 
women at work. At AAC, he engaged with management regarding 
payment for women on maternity leave. Women were not allowed to 
take maternity leave. For the few days that they took leave, the leave 
was unpaid. Tambani succeeded in such battles, through the so-
called Committee of Four, which arm-twisted the management. 

There was a stage when even the old women of the then Reef side 
wanted to be helped. Back then, there were councillors who used to 
take houses from the widows. They would check on who the old 
woman stayed with and thus take advantage of their vulnerability. 
They would evict such widows to a one-roomed house and give the 
house to someone else. Tambani fought hard in such scenarios and 
won back all those houses. That did not please the councillors, 
though. A case in point was Tambani’s former colleague at AAC, Mr 
Mashudu Tshitimbi’s family. They almost lost their four-roomed 
house in the same manner after their father died. It was only after 
the intervention of Tambani that their house was saved from being 
illegally taken under that corrupt system. All this points to his self-
less character, as described in the early childhood section of this nar-
rative. 

Later in his life, Tambani’s selfless attitude continued to manifest. 
His fight against widows being evicted upon the death of the father 
of the house and offering himself to take risky positions which might 
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have brought a lot of dangers to him such as arrest or death. Despite 
all these pressures in his life, Tambani still managed to send money 
for food to his mother and sisters back home.

Another example of Tambani’s fight for women was an old wom-
an from Tshikota in Makhado, called Maria. She used to be a vendor 
at the Makhado Station. She was harassed and beaten almost every 
day for selling there. It was only after Tambani and others fought for 
freedom and defended the rights of ordinary people that this type of 
harassment ended. 

One of the principles that Tambani believed in was honesty. It 
entailed that he had to do things the right way for the benefit of all 
involved. He was a leader and somebody who had an immense abili-
ty to convince people of the right direction to take. His audiences 
always listened to him keenly. Moreover, with him being a good lis-
tener, mutual understanding ensued. He was a strong advocate of 
transparency and truth, qualities which bred trust and respect in 
people around him. 

Tambani was a man of action and he believed in action. He would 
say very little and exert his energy in doing. He believed in the, 
“Deeds, not words” motto, and would thus avail himself when some-
thing had to be done. One could wonder how, during that time, his 
presence could be felt everywhere, when he did not have a car nor a 
licence to drive. He believed that his contribution to Meadowlands 

would make a significant difference in changing the status quo of the 
time. 

He knew that the desired change would only come from people’s 
sacrifices. It made Tambani different from many people in the sense 
that he was willing to sacrifice a lot, in the belief that it was one of 
the key ingredients for liberating the country. As explained earlier, 
his role in the ANC and the SACP were mainly executed under-
ground as the political parties were banned. This came with a high 
potential risk of being arrested, detained or killed, but he was willing 
to expose himself to those risks. That kind of self-denial could only 
be given by someone who thought about other people first. In the 
end, he died doing what he loved most. 

Mr Bob Mabaso, a struggle veteran, was surprised that after the 
unbanning of the ANC, Tambani advocated for people to share re-
sponsibility in terms of leadership roles, instead of one person leading 
all organisations, like the Soweto Regional ANC, the SACP and civic 
organisations. If he had been selfish, he would have secured many po-
sitions for himself. When he was elected Secretary of the ANC 
Soweto Region, he offered the other positions to the other cadres. 

Although he did not finish secondary education, Sam read exten-
sively, especially the political literature that he distributed. Due to 
the leadership portfolios he held, for instance, being a National 
Executive Committee member of GAWU, a National Education 
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Sub-Committee Chairperson with NUM and the Regional Secretary 
for ANC in Soweto, he had to be knowledgeable. It also helped him 
a lot with his underground recruitment task, as he had to deliver po-
litical lectures to the recruited members. He had to convince people 
to appreciate the struggle values. He had to speak for the workers at 
work, as well as represent them in disciplinary hearings. Such re-
sponsibilities required someone with good communication skills as 
well as one who was intellectually equipped. He was also advancing 
his academic qualifications with Damelin College at the time of his 
death.

Tambani was a good advisor and mediator when there were dif-
ferences in opinion. Some examples include his advice to a family 
friend, Dr David Mammburu, not to undertake liberation army 
training, as Tambani was aware of his weakness, which would make 
survival difficult. Instead, Tambani suggested that what would serve 
Dr David Mammburu best: education. To this day, Dr Mammburu 
is grateful for the foresight of Tambani. 

He could also mediate disputes amongst his colleagues, like the 
ever impatient and argumentative Mr Strike Ralegoma (whom 
Tambani mentored in politics), who would often get into a dispute 
with Louis Ramono. Tambani would summon them and intervene 
to stop the dispute and disagreement. He was a unifier and good at 
problem solving. 

During the formative stages of COSATU, when different unions 
came together from different backgrounds, a lot of tension and dis-
trust was in evidence. One needed to find a way of overcoming his-
torical allegiances, in order for the people to assume a new and com-
mon identity and a new consciousness about who they were. From 
time to time there was a breakdown in the programme and meetings 
of COSATU, when people were too union-centred. In such meet-
ings people would have questions, “what is the position of my un-
ion”? Tambani was one of those cadres whose level of consciousness 
could be relied upon to bridge all the gaps and petty differences that 
existed in the beginning. That was a much more important leader-
ship role he played in the union.

Sam’s passion and effort was driven by his high hope that South 
Africa would be free. He wanted to play a part in setting the country 
free. He died while protesting the death of one of the stalwarts of the 
liberation struggle, Chris Hani, at a political gathering. Such was his 
conviction that he would rather die setting people free than die 
stealing. To Tambani, freedom meant that people would be free and 
equal. He did not like the segregation policies, with the whites en-
joying certain privileges while the blacks did not. He wanted every-
one to be equal and enjoy democracy equally. He wanted the whites 
and blacks to have equal privileges, including black people having 
the right to vote. That is exactly what he believed in, till his death.
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THE LEGACY OF SAM TAMBANI

People may be gone, but their legacy lives on and the imprint of 
their good deeds remains. We find ways of commemorating such 
people who may have contributed immensely to improve the lives of 
the people around them and beyond. We have had numerous situa-
tions when the names of the fallen heroes were used to name roads, 
towns, bridges, institutions, airports and buildings being some of 
the many other ways of commemorating them. Sam Tambani gave a 
lot of his energy to activism for workers and the independence of 
the Republic of South Africa. He did not live to see it, but his deeds 
had an impact. Therefore, it is paramount to recognise and honour 
the memory of such a gallant son of South Africa in one way or the 
other, in order to advance his ideals. 

As a result, the NUM and the MIT established a research insti-
tute, in 2012, to undertake research on workers issues, which they 
named the Sam Tambani Research Institute (SATRI). SATRI is a 
befitting tribute. SATRI was named in honour and remembrance of 
Sam Tambani’s works and to keep alive the ideals that he stood for. 
It was named after the former Chairperson of the National 
Education Sub-Committee of NUM, a political activist and commu-
nity leader. It is a public benefit non-profit company that was regis-
tered in 2012. The institute is tasked with undertaking research that 

has a bearing on the welfare of workers in general and informing 
policies and interventions aimed at making sure that workers are 
protected. SATRI was jointly conceived by the NUM and MIT, in 
recognition of the fact that factual and timely information has be-
come critical in advancing the interests of workers and workers’ 
communities. 

Moreover, disinformation had become a tool used against work-
ers; therefore, a need arose to establish a competent and well-staffed 
research institute to collect, analyse and provide recommendations 
on matters pertaining to workers and their communities. To date, 
some of the work the institute has done in promoting the welfare of 
workers includes the release of a book on findings of a survey on the 
challenges facing women at the workplace in the mining, energy and 
construction sectors of South Africa. This is a befitting way to pre-
serve the legacy of Sam Tambani. Many people echo his focus on the 
importance of education, like Mr Frans Baleni of NUM. “For me the 
best way of remembering Sam is to strengthen education and train-
ing; something he used to do with passion as he served the interests 
of members”.

Sam’s memory is best served by strengthening education, par-
ticularly from a political perspective. This may be realised through 
training young people on how to become activists and to develop a 
political orientation. It is quite unfortunate that the kind of political 
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workshops and seminars that Sam was good at putting together are 
now rare. Such platforms helped people to develop, grow and have a 
better understanding of reality. The role of leaders is always to de-
fine reality and to give hope that this is the reality. 

One of the ways in which Tambani’s legacy can be kept alive is 
through ways that touch the lives of ordinary South Africans. This is 
because it is what Tambani believed in, fought and died for. A wel-
fare centre in Meadowlands, called Sam Tambani Welfare Centre, 
which was named after him, is also a well-deserved honour. This is 
the same suburb that Sam stayed in for a long time. The welfare cen-
tre deals with community social development programmes, for ex-
ample, HIV/AIDS issues, social grants, disability, violence and 
counselling. Such an initiative should be retained and supported ful-
ly. This goes hand-in-hand with Sam’s struggle beliefs, as he always 
fought for the disadvantaged, the socially oppressed and the voice-
less in society. 

The SACP named a branch in Venda the “Sam Tambani Branch”, 
in recognition of Tambani and his contribution to the struggle for 
freedom. As Mr Lybro Mavhandu, the Chairperson of the branch 
fittingly and aptly stated, “we didn’t have much time with him, but 
we heard about what he was doing and the role he was playing in the 
struggle. That role was such a huge thing in our community; every-
body felt that he was doing what Chris Hani, Mandela and Sisulu 

were doing- which was to fight for our freedom. It had the effect of 
shaping our thinking and our philosophy in terms of how to handle 
things. Hence, we have this vibrant branch”. 

Most of the time, the branch partake in activities whereby com-
munity members are brought together to discuss issues that affect 
workers and to indicate how those challenges could be resolved. In 
particular, they look at the challenges that women are facing in the 
community together with the ANC branch. Because of Tamabni’s 
contribution which played an important part, on gatherings, they al-
ways say, “ri nga si hangwe mishumo mivhuya ye vho – Sam Tambani 
vha i bveledza nahone ri nga si hangwe zwe vha ita zwone (we won’t 
forget the good works of Sam Tambani and what he has achieved). 
Na rine rido continuer (And also us, we will continue)”. Therefore, a 
resolve of the branch is to meet the community’s challenges, which 
range from good service delivery, to assisting under-privileged chil-
dren, including orphans, and the general upliftment of life. 

One of the ways in which Tambani’s legacy can also be taken for-
ward is by strengthening the workers’ unions, especially in the con-
text of the issues that Sam fought for. This can be done by encourag-
ing all workers to at least belong to a workers’ union. The unions 
must complement, rather than fight against each other, improve ed-
ucation of union office bearers like shop stewards as they, in turn, 
enlighten the members of their rights and represent them in 
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negotiations and disputes. This will be in line with what Tambani 
believed in. 

Tambani’s legacy can be enhanced by strengthening and keeping 
true to his principles of unionism, which are flexible and innovative 
in safeguarding the interests of workers during their active working 
period and after. Sam would most likely want the unions to be active 
in looking after former workers’ welfare, including facilitating 
screening for diseases, obtaining treatment, rehabilitation and ac-
cessing the grants due to them. Mr Godfrey Oliphant, a former col-
league of Tambani at the NUM, and the current Deputy Minister of 
Mineral Resources, stressed that there are a lot of ex-mineworkers in 
Swaziland, Botswana and Mozambique. Frantic efforts such as the 
mobilisation of resources by the Ministry made the ex-miners aware 
of their entitlements, in terms of free medical benefit examinations 
at least every two years. The basis of these medical check-ups is that 
if someone had worked in the gold mines, dust related diseases may 
have been contracted, like silicosis, which can only be detected after 
a long time – sometimes after twenty years. Most people suffer be-
cause of a lack of knowledge. Some people got sick in the mines and 
never claimed their benefits, yet there is some R1.5 billion in un-
claimed benefits at the Department of Health. 

Tambani would have been happy if all the former mine workers 
and union members receive their unclaimed benefits. A system has 

been put in place for payment to be made every week to people for 
some of the unclaimed benefits, but that is only for health-related 
lung disease and related diseases. Additionally, the Financial 
Services Board (FSB) has provident funds, pension funds and other 
schemes with a value of R30 to R45 billion in unclaimed benefits. 
This covers not only the ex-mineworkers, but civil servants and all 
other workers from various sectors. It is estimated that between R7 
and R10 billion belongs to mineworkers. 

Unfortunately, the majority of the mine workers are still trapped 
in poverty, thus these funds should be tapped into to alleviate many 
who are languishing in poverty. Such money is held by fund manag-
ers who are not interested in releasing the money, because it works 
for them, as they invest the money and benefit from the commission 
generated so unlocking such funds is key. Much as it is a struggle to 
get the money out, some notable progress would have made 
Tambani happy. For example, special clinics for ex-mineworkers are 
being rolled out, like the Mthatha and Carletonville health care cen-
tres that were both launched in 2014. Others next were opened in 
Burgersfort and Kuruman. In the SADC region there is already one 
in each of the following countries: Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland, 
Namibia and Mozambique. Additionally, there are plans to have two 
in each country, except Botswana, where there will be only one. 
These clinics have to serve three main purposes: the administrative 
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role of keeping medical records; continuous medical check-ups; and 
the treatment of the ex-miners. This is the legacies of those who 
worked in the mines before and the better they are served, the better 
the memory of Tambani is preserved.

SOCIETY IN THE CONTEXT  
OF TAMBANI’S LIFE
There are a number of contemporary challenges currently facing 
South African society to which the legacy of Tambani speaks. 
Tambani’s personal life, his work, political and activist trails brings 
forth a number of attributes described in the preceding sections. 
This section of the monograph juxtaposes a reflection of Tambani’s 
personal attributes to what his life embodies in terms of modern day 
challenges. The section provides a critical reflection on the current 
labour movement brokering, unprecedented levels of inequality be-
tween the rich and the poor, factions within political parties, in par-
ticular the ANC, and mass protests at institutions of higher learning, 
typified by the FeesMustFall campaigns. The section also examine 
the unprecedented levels of corruption, combined with escalating 
levels of political scandal, such as the Gupta cases. This analysis is 
based on selected insights drawn from most respondents inter-
viewed, who were asked to share their thoughts regarding modern 

society’s political and socio-economic atmosphere. 

LABOUR MOVEMENT/BROKING

In spite of the political and social gains achieved since 1994, South 
Africa’s working class continue to reel under the pressure of neolib-
eralism and the legacy of apartheid. Poverty, unemployment and in-
equality are the three principal challenges facing the working class in 
the current period. Political analysts and social commentators point 
to the challenge of labour brokers, accusing them of being the main 
drivers of the casualisation of labour. A press statement made by 
COSATU, the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) and 
The National Association of Bargaining Councils (NABC), on 7 
March 2012, suggests that there are 979, 539 labour broker workers 
in the country and that the majority of the workers take home a pit-
tance as a salary, as the brokers take a share of the workers’ salaries, 
as broker commission. Certainly, this challenge of today resonates 
very well with the legacy of Sam Tambani and what he fought for. A 
number of interviewed people who knew Tambani confirm the as-
sertion that the challenges of today have been reinforced by disunity 
among the unions, weak leadership and failure to address retrench-
ments, particularly in the mining sector.

With regard to the labour movement as a contemporary chal-
lenge, among those interviewed was Mr Godfrey Mokate, who 
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worked with Sam at the GAWU. He believes that, given his charac-
ter, Tambani would have wanted to see more unity, rather than disu-
nity. “I think he would have approached the battle that happened in 
recent years within COSATU and that led to the expulsion of some 
other unions, by advocating for a much more unifying approach, 
rather than an approach that seeks to punish expulsions and stuff 
like that”. This was also echoed by Mr Gwede Manthashe.

Similarly, regarding his views on what Sam would say about the 
current labour movement in South Africa, Mr Mantashe admits that 
the current trade union movement is in trouble. Speaking of one re-
search project that he had conducted, Mr Mantashe indicated that 
research done in Australia on reasons for the collapse of the trade 
union movement, from a density of 74% to 21% within a decade, is 
because the progressive labour party took the right of bargaining 
away from trade unions. It forced the trade unions to terminate to 
the point where there was no relevance and trust in trade unions, 
leading them to collapse: 

“And I think the current trade unions are running that 
risk of always thinking that the ANC should protect 
workers’ interests, when it is the responsibility of trade 
unions to represent workers and their interests and as-
pirations. And if we elbow them out of that space, if we 

take over as the ANC, there will be a decline in the 
trade union density in South Africa. Already it is at very 
low levels, despite the potential to increase. Current 
trade unions must appreciate that the trade union is 
about numbers”. 

This is a consistent view among all Sam’s friends, especially those 
that worked with him at NUM.

According to Simphiwe Nanise, one of his best friends and a col-
league at NUM, Tambani would have been unhappy with the new 
developments in the South African trade unions. He cited the expul-
sion of NUMSA from COSATU, which was formed mainly and ide-
ally to be the home of all workers. The cropping up of new federa-
tions would not have pleased Tambani, who worked tirelessly for the 
establishment of COSATU. He would be very disappointed had he 
lived to see this day. In addition, the current spate of retrenchments 
across all industries, but especially in the mining sector, would have 
been a cause of concern to Tambani. Retrenchments have a multipli-
er effect, as they not only affect the person retrenched, but the many 
others who depend on the person for survival.

Mr Frans Baleni echoed the same sentiments as Mr Simphiwe 
Nanise. He indicated, “It would be painfully devastating to Sam to 
see a former leader of COSATU leaving and forming a breakaway 
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federation, for Sam was a well-known unifying figure”. Specifically 
regarding the NUM, Mr Baleni was of the view that Sam would have 
been very worried about the developments at the Union. The NUM 
was divided, which has weakened its leadership and its effectiveness 
in serving its members. The situation at the union was further exac-
erbated by contestations for positions. A man of Sam’s calibre would 
have been extremely worried about leaders who are worried more 
about their own interests than members’ interests. Nonetheless, Sam 
would have appreciated the gains and achievements of the unions in 
post-apartheid South Africa. 

In light of what current trade unionists can learn from the legacy 
of Sam Tambani, Mr Gwede Mantashe bemoaned the lack of dedica-
tion and belief in trade unionism. People can no longer sacrifice 
their comforts for the sake of what they believe in and stand for. 
These days, the question of resources and money is the major issue 
and it has an impact on the commitment and dedication of individu-
als. For example, the NUM at the time had no MIC but now it has 
an MIC with a lot of money. The advantage of that is that it gives the 
union a resource base but the disadvantage is that it triggers greed, 
too. This is an area that the current trade unionists need to learn 
from the previous generation of trade unionists because at that time 
there were no resources that could be invested.

Regarding the current political situation, Tambani’s widow, Ivy, 

and his step-daughter, Nthabiseng, argue that Tambani would be 
disappointed with the current state of affairs. They are in agreement 
that Sam would be disappointed that what he fought for turned out 
not to be. The pair pointed out that even when he was fighting, they 
never received the benefits of him being General Secretary. Tambani 
and most comrades knew that being in the struggle they faced possi-
ble death, but they were motivated by the vision of a prosperous 
South Africa. The Marikana tragedy, where a number of miners were 
gunned down while fighting for the same thing Tambani fought for 
during his life, only points to how far his dreams and vision remain 
unrealised. They are of the opinion that if Tambani were alive today, 
he would be fighting for mine workers, since he knew their strug-
gles, because he had himself worked at AAC. The mine workers 
would be getting paid what they are supposed to and things would 
be different. Therefore, Tambani would be disappointed, generally, 
and even at the political level where scandals are now a regular oc-
currence.

FEES MUST FALL

The 2015 spate of student protests, known as the ‘FeesMustFall’ 
campaign regarding free education for all has made headlines. As a 
contemporary challenge facing South African society, a question 
was posed to Mr Gwede Mantashe on what he thinks Tambani 
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would say about the ‘FeesMustFall’ campaign, given that while he 
was still alive, Tambani headed the education structure and was the 
chairperson of the National Education Sub-Committee. Though it is 
Mr Mantashe’s personal view, he thought Tambani would fight for 
education to be made accessible to every child, in the same way that 
he fought for equality of the races. It was not envisaged long ago that 
there would be such protests, as the struggle was to ensure that the 
apartheid system fell. Something workable would have been pro-
posed in view of the available resources compared to the demand. 
The number of black students at the local universities has more than 
quadrupled since 1994, from about 150 000 to nearly 850 000. 
Certainly, this warrants an in-depth examination, given the dynam-
ics of South Africa’s education system. Had Tambani been alive, he 
may have fostered a dialogue for a sustainable solution. 

ANC IN-FIGHTING AND CORRUPTION

The current in-fighting within the ANC has garnered much atten-
tion in recent times. Reflecting on the matter, Mr Simphiwe Nanise, 
is of the view that if Tambani was still alive, he would have been very 
unhappy. He revealed, “I think he would be worried about what is 
happening about the organisation that he loved so much. I mean, 
there have always been differences among people in the ANC. At 
this stage, with things that are happening now, I think he would have 

been very concerned, like most people are concerned, about what is 
happening in the ANC”. Tambani was against in-fighting and people 
disrespecting each other in the union and political arenas. 

Mr Norman Ngwedzeni, who was Sam’s mentee in politics, ech-
oes the same view as Nanise. He highlighted that the ANC is now 
fractured along factional lines, even in the key decision making body 
of the party, the National Executive Committee (NEC), instead of 
the ruling party being united in its functionality, direction, voice and 
structure. Mr Ngwedzeni said, “People are now focusing on confer-
ences. We need to go to people and mobilise. The people who used 
to bring these people together need to look at the vision that 
Tambani had and say let’s go do this and that. I don’t think the ANC 
has the centrality of the organisation, because they are divided at the 
NEC. So yes, something needs to be done”. When focussing on the 
elective conferences, the danger is that people concentrate on re-
moving and replacing comrades with preferred ones, instead of fo-
cusing on electing those with the values of the party at heart. This is 
not in line with the values and principles that Tambani used to oper-
ate along and wish for. As reflected in the earlier sections, Tambani 
promoted oneness wherever he worked and always promoted peo-
ple doing the right thing. Mr Frans Baleni summed it up by saying 
that even when leaders made mistakes, Tambani would find a diplo-
matic and dignified way of correcting them. This was because he did 
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not believe in humiliating leaders on public platforms. 
On his views regarding the current in-fighting, Mr Charles 

Musisinyane, who was one of Tambani’s’s mentees in politics, added 
that the in-fighting in the ruling party does no good in terms of serv-
ing people, as it concentrates on self-enrichment. In enriching them-
selves, they forget about the problems of the masses on the ground. 
He further asserted: 

“this in-fighting is a problem because it involves money; 
and they know that other comrades are not working, 
and if they support a particular comrade, that comrade 
might buy you certain things. You see that’s a problem. 
They organise secret meetings. They are secret because 
they don’t include everyone in those meetings, and they 
involve meat, liquor and drinking. After that, they buy 
you airtime, so that you can communicate with them. 
But it will end”.

Looking at it from an analytical point of view, Tambani was always 
diplomatic and raised issues in a democratic manner. As someone 
who was always a proponent of doing things the right way and cor-
recting people doing wrong things, he would perhaps have adopted 
a democratic and consultative approach, rather than a militant 

approach to the problem of in-fighting. This syncs with what one of 
Tambani’s mentees, Mr Mfana Gwala, raises as one of the challenges. 
He is of the view that in light of the current in-fighting, Tambani was 
the kind of person who would raise issues inside the ANC, as he was 
a disciplined cadre of the movement:

“I am sure that he would be very critical, but he would 
try to raise an issue within the structures of the move-
ment. He was not a guy who would always run to the 
gallery; he was not that kind of a guy. He would certain-
ly be concerned, like all of us are, about the direction 
that our movement is taking, the mistakes that have 
been made by our leadership, in particular our then 
president. I mean we must be frank about it. Even 
though people want to tell us that these problems are 
set around the president, but I think it is the leadership 
and collective as a whole, and the direction that the 
movement is taking. Perhaps these are the challenges 
that are faced by any liberation movement; the transi-
tion from a political party is not an easy thing”. 

One of Tambani’s traits was his strong mediation skills. As such, 
both Dr Sydney Mufamadi and Mr Godfrey Mokate indicated that 
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Sam would have been very handy in the context of the in-fighting 
within the ruling party. He was good at making conflicting sides 
move in a common direction. Dr Mufamadi reiterated: 

“Sam was one of those cadres, as I said, whose level of 
consciousness could be relied upon to bridge all these 
gaps and differences that existed in the beginning and 
that was a much more important leadership role than a 
formal position a person occupies in the union”. 

He was reflecting on how Tambani managed to mediate working 
conflicts. 

Corruption and the abuse of power are perceived to be one of the 
cancers in the modern-day South Africa and the world over. There 
are worrying levels of corruption, both in the public sector and the 
private sector in the South African economy and these could reverse 
the gains of freedom of the South African populace. 

Mr Mfana Gwala is of the view that Tambani would not be happy 
about the current levels of corruption and self-gain. This is because 
during his time, leaders were appointed to serve the people, instead 
of first addressing the “politics of the stomach”. In contrast, many of 
the present-day leaders first think about how they together and their 
networks will gain from being in a position of authority – at the 

expense of the suffering general populace. During those days people 
got involved in the struggle or politics, not because they expected 
something or to get something out of it, but because they knew the 
risks associated with that. It was either jail or die. But today the com-
plexion of politics has changed altogether, as someone’s involvement 
in politics opens up an avenue to accessing resources and being able 
to sell patronage. 

The people are not leading consciously; they are not leading be-
cause they are committed to leading or because people have asked 
them to do so. In the past, leadership was earned, unlike these days. 
Back then, the enemy was one, the apartheid system or racial op-
pression and so on. Today it is a different story and that is why there 
are challenges facing the movement. The politics of patronage is at 
play, for people look for the benefits that may come their way in re-
turn for supporting a certain individual – like jobs, tenders and elec-
tions. This goes against the ideals of Tambani, who believed in hav-
ing the best person for the job to lead wholeheartedly and selflessly.

Similar sentiments were echoed by Mr Godfrey Olifant, who is 
convinced that there are some bad characters who were elected into 
leadership positions and who did not deserve such positions. Such 
people are focused on self-benefit first, instead of on the citizens of 
South Africa. He elaborated that it is a betrayal to them, as they 
thought that they were of the same mind and with whom they come 
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from the same background. Recalling that when the leadership came 
out of prison, they supported them genuinely and gave them a way 
to take over the leadership. However, opportunists also seized their 
chance and wormed their way into the heart of the leadership, the 
leadership they do not deserve. A lot of scandals have come to the 
fore, to the detriment and deprivation of the men and women of 
South Africa, which is a betrayal of the revolution.

Mr Bob Mabaso is also worried that should Tambani have been 
alive he would have been concerned about the high levels of corrup-
tion seen after attaining political freedom. There is a real need to re-
duce the gap between ordinary poor South Africans and the rich 
people. This is the area where Tambani fought, touching ordinary 
people’s lives and elevating them in life. Tambani would have been 
disappointed by the high levels of corruption, both in government 
and also in the ruling party. However, as someone who was against 
corruption, Mr Mabaso is convinced that even with the prevailing 
high levels of corruption, Tambani would have initiated or coordi-
nated ways of curbing the pervasiveness of this phenomenon. 
Corruption erodes people’s confidence in their leaders, be they in 
politics, government or the private sector. 
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Sam’s home and SACP Branch (named after him) banner in Venda

A poster of Sam

Celebration of the centenary of the ANC by 
the ANC Meadowlands branch named Sam Tambani



53

NO INTERVIEWEES

1 Elisa Tambani

2 Philemon Tambani         

3 Phineus Tambani            

4 Daniel Mavhandu 

5 Ramudzuli Ramabulana

6 George Ramanuga          

7 David Mammburu         

8 Azwifarwi Mbelengwa

9 Mugagadeli family

10 Ramavhuya family          

11 Button Mavhandu           

12 Samuel Raphunga           

13 Wardy Sadiki                    

14 Munzhedzi Khwareli       

15 Solomon Ramalamula     

16 Mainganya Tshidada       

17 Sarah Mammburu           

18 Petrus Mammburu  

19 William Mamugudubi

20 Jack Mavhundu

21 Agnes Nkhumeleni

22 Patrick Sidebi 

23 Frank Matshavha 

24 Samson Ndou

25 Lybro Mavhandu

26 Kgalema Motlanthe 

27 Backs baloyi 

28 Levison Siwandawada  

29 Repe Hatlane

30 Phineas Manenzhe 

31 Norman Gwedzeni

32 Ndivhuwo Seroba

33 Charles Musisinyane        

34 Mashudu Tshitimbi

35 Sydney Mufamadi 

36 Maggy Mahonye

37 Frans Baleni

38 Strike Kalegoma

39 Mfana Gwala

40 Kuku Sehapi

41 Godfrey Mokate

42 Bob Mabaso

43 Ismail Momoniat

44 Ivy Tambani

45 Nthabiseng Moeketsi

46 Gwede Mantashe 

47 Simphiwe Nanise

48 Godfrey Oliphant 

INTERVIEWED PEOPLE




