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Introduction

18 July 2007. Robben Island  

It was an unlikely sight: football legends Pelé, Samuela Eto’o,

Ruud Gullitt, George Weah, and many other of the world’s top players

gathered behind razor-wire prison fences and sentry towers on a tiny,

windswept island 12 kilometres off the coast of Cape Town. They lined

up on a bumpy, rutted pitch and took it in turns to shoot eighty-nine

footballs into a set of rusting goal posts, one for each of Nelson

Mandela’s years on his birthday. 

They were there, along with FIFA officials, South African World

Cup 2010 organizers, and prominent South African politicians to

honour Mandela at the place with which he is most identified –

Robben Island Prison: the high security jail that for three decades

housed Mandela and thousands of other political prisoners. 

But there was another reason that FIFA had chosen to stage this

unorthodox birthday celebration on the ex-prison’s football pitch.

Once the mighty band of football greats had finished striking the

balls into the goal, five former prisoners, Anthony Suze, Sedick Isaacs,

Lizo Sitoto, Mark Shinners, and Sipho Tshabalala, stepped out onto

the grass and took centre stage. These men knew the pitch well, for

they had laid, rolled, and irrigated it many years previously, and they

had made the goal posts and nets with their own hands, from debris

washed up on the shingle beach around Robben Island.   

The five were unknown outside South Africa and scarcely known 

to anyone in their own country. They had survived long-term 

imprisonment on Robben Island by never losing faith that one day

their fight would lead to a free South Africa, and football had played

a major role in their battle. Though much has been written about
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how prisoners organized themselves politically on the island, the 

outside world knows little about how vitally important the game of

football was to helping keep the men sane and focussed despite their

cruel surroundings. Against all the odds, this dedicated bunch of

prisoners spent four long years trying to persuade the prison author-

ities that they should be allowed to play organized football. Even

more incredibly, they then kept the league, which they named the

Makana Football Association, running for over twenty years, in accor-

dance with strict FIFA rules, playing in weekly league fixtures, cup

competitions, and friendly matches. This simple, universally popular

sport became an impassioned symbol of resistance against apartheid.

FIFA’s top officials then strode out onto the pitch to formally

welcome the men and to conduct a remarkable ceremony. For the

first time in its history, football’s ruling body conferred membership

on an organization, rather than a country or an individual. The 

recipient was the Makana Football Association. This public event was

a measure of just how far the nation had come since the end of

apartheid in 1990 and the subsequent declaration of a multi-racial

South Africa. In a message read out at the Robben Island ceremony

from FIFA President Sepp Blatter, he observed that what happened

on Robben Island decades earlier showed just how football could give

hope and make a difference in people’s lives.

Out on the pitch, a FIFA spokesman recounted that in 1971 when

Tshabalala was released from Robben Island, he had written to his

comrades telling them how proud he was they had mastered football,

and that he hoped that someday they would meet ‘the giants of the

game’. This dream had come true, for there they were, surrounded by

some of the world’s best footballers. The ceremony brought together
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‘We would be better off fighting the system than trying to live in it.’

Dikgang Moseneke, Prisoner 491/63

It was the middle of December. As the white people of Cape

Town packed out the city-centre department stores and shops buying

presents and decorations, a group of black, coloured, and Asian

Pollsmoor Prison inmates were about to receive the most unwelcome

of Christmas surprises.  

The prisoners were herded out of their cells, shackled together at

the ankles and wrists, and pushed into the back of a truck. Under

heavy guard, the lorry drove off from Tokai and into the centre of

Cape Town, past the twinkling Christmas trees and decorated shop

windows and down along the concrete harbour front to an isolated

wharf. It was early evening and there was a chill in the air. 

Sedick Isaacs was in an extra set of shackles. He was regarded by

the prison guards as a major security risk, thanks to his unsuccessful

escape attempt. He and his fellow prisoners were kicked off the 

back of the truck, made to line up, and then jogged across the dock 

to a waiting boat. Bound with a chain, the prisoners struggled 

hard to stay on their feet, steel cuffs biting into wrists and ankles as 
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The Price of Resistance
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‘We played touch rugby for just a few weeks – but soon it was the real thing.’

Steve Tshwete, Prisoner 350/64

Tony Suze and Lizo Sitoto exchanged grins as they jogged out

on to the pitch together. Tony was smiling because Lizo was about to

turn their sporting relationship on its head. Tony had taught Lizo

how to play football. Now, Lizo was to become the teacher and his

Manong FC friend the student.

They both wore their kit and boots, but the ball that Lizo held in

his hands was oval and the football nets had been replaced by tall

posts made from planks dragged from the beach. Tony was about to

have his first lesson in playing rugby. A new sport was about to be

introduced on Robben Island, and the existing football community

would have an unusual new challenge to face.

The prisoners had always had the intention of, in time, trying to

introduce sports other than football into the prison. Even before the

original Matyeni Football Association was formed in 1967, a group of

prisoners interested in sports had written a draft constitution 

for something called the Robben Island Sports and Recreation

Association. The philosophy behind it was to encourage the spirit of
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Two Football Codes on 
One Island
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