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It is a great honour, Mr Kathrada, to welcome you at the Residence de France on our National Day to 

bestow on you the medal of Knight of the Legion of Honour. It is a great honour and also a great 

challenge, to pay tribute to your exceptionally full life and to your exemplary personality in a few 

minutes only.  

 

Mr Kathrada, the Legion of Honor, the highest distinction in France, aims to distinguish “eminent 

merits”. Yours really need no introduction. Your whole life has been one of courage and 

commitment, of patience and tolerance, of equality and justice. All your life you have been of service 

to universal values that constitute the core of the South African democracy you contributed to 

establish, as well as that of the French Republic.  

 

You were but a child when you began your political commitment. At only 12 years old you joined the 

Young Communist League of South Africa and you started resisting injustice and discrimination. Your 

first arrest came when you were barely 17, while you were participating in the Passive Resistance 

Campaign of the South African Indian Congress. This arrest was followed by so many others, but you 

were not to be frightened or discouraged. Your determination was unwavering, despite the threats, 

despite the arbitrary detentions, despite the harassment. Together with 156 fighters for freedom, 

you were accused of treason in a four-year long trial and acquitted. But the worst was yet to come.  

 

When you were finally arrested in 1963 at the headquarters of Umkhonto we Sizwe on Liliesleaf 

Farm in Rivonia, it was your eighteenth arrest on political ground. You were sentenced to life 

imprisonment and it came as a relief, because you were expecting a death sentence. You spent the 

following 26 years and 3 months in prison. 26 years and 3 months. That alone is the measure of your 

commitment, of your dedication to freedom and to justice, of the greatness of your sacrifice.  

 

While in prison, you were a model of dignity, “a tower of strength and a source of inspiration to 

many prisoners, both young and old”, said Walter Sisulu. You managed to pursue your academic 

studies and obtained four degrees.  

 

While in prison, you also continued to face injustice and discrimination, being allowed small comforts 

such as wearing long trousers, while your black companions were deprived of it. Your reaction was of 



revolt and disgust, and you would have shown your solidarity by giving them up, wouldn’t Nelson 

Mandela have advised you otherwise.  

 

Because of course, Mr Kathrada, you were not alone in your fight and you were not alone during 

your long ordeal. You were with your comrades of the African National Congress, Walter Sisulu, 

Govan Mbeki and others. During all those years, you were the privileged friend and life companion of 

the great Nelson Mandela.  

 

You have known Nelson Mandela for 67 years and shared his fight for a non-racial, non-sexist, 

democratic South Africa. You have shared his struggle. You have shared his detention in Robben 

Island and Pollsmoor Prison. After you were released in October 1989 and the ANC was unbanned, 

you have shared his work to build a new nation and to create reconciliation and unity in a democratic 

South Africa. You served at the National Executive Committee of the African National Congress, you 

were elected to Parliament and you served as President Mandela’s Parliamentary Counsellor until his 

retirement.  

 

The new South Africa celebrated its twentieth birthday last year and during all those years, you 

worked tirelessly to keep the memory and the spirit of the struggle alive. Many a French visitor, head 

of state or minister, of the Robben Island Museum remains grateful to you for sharing your 

experience of this essential place of memory. Through your Foundation, through numerous 

conferences, you continue to share your wisdom and to promote the values you dedicated your life 

to.  

 

Of course, when the people of South Africa and of the whole world mourned the loss of your iconic 

friend, your “elder brother”, Madiba, nobody better than you knew how to express the grief and 

emotion, the “traumatic reality” of his passing.  

 

Mr Kathrada, your life-long struggle for justice and freedom commands respect and admiration. Your 

example demonstrates that freedom, equality, fraternity, “liberté, égalité, fraternité”, are not just 

words devoid of signification. They are an ideal able to inspire the life and dedication of great, 

exceptional men. If you would allow me to borrow the famous words of your great friend, they 

remain “an ideal for which we hope to live for and to see realized”. The French Republic is proud to 

distinguish heroes of that ideal like yourself.  

I cannot conclude without mentioning the special relationship you maintain with a part of France not 

too far away from South Africa, the island of Reunion, where you even have some cousins. You 



visited the island in 1998, for the 150th anniversary of the Abolition of Slavery, and more recently, 

last August, notably at the invitation of the local Muslim Association, Association musulmane de la 

Réunion, whose president, Mr Houssen Amode, is with us today. Mr Amode has actually been the 

initiator of today’s award ceremony. You are also Honorary Citizen of Le Port city, whose Dockers 

were active in supporting the struggle against apartheid.  

 

Mr Kathrada, in the name of the President of the French Republic, I bestow on you the medal of 

Knight of the Legion of Honor. 


