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Introduction

Comrade King does not begin where most liberation memoirs begin. Before the first chapter, before Alexandra Township, Robben Island or Angola, the authors place a single page titled simply ‘The Prophecy’. Before Radebe was even conceived, a prophet told his mother that the boy she would carry belonged not to her alone but to a nation, that he would be arrested, suffer, go to prison and into exile, and that all of it was preparation for the day he would lead a people as their king. It is a startling way to open a book, and it sets the tone for my entire reading of it. By the final pages, when Radebe himself returns to those exact words and confirms: ‘This is what happened to me’, the full architecture of the autobiography becomes clear. This is a life that was, in some sense, already known.

What makes this framing so compelling is that it is not merely rhetorical. Radebe recounts how elders had administered a traditional medicine used in the crowning and initiation of kings, telling his father plainly that his son would become one. The spiritual and the political are not separate registers in this book; they are the same story, told with remarkable consistency and honesty. This is what makes Comrade King feel genuinely different from other liberation memoirs: it does not need outside validation to make sense of itself. It is a black South African life understood entirely on its own context and terms.

Critical assessment

Radebe’s central achievement is the way he renders the full humility of township life, its creativity, its contradictions and its violence – without romanticising any of it. Alexandra was, from its earliest days, a highly cosmopolitan place: Zulus, Xhosas, Indians, Chinese, a restless mix whose dominant tongue blended traditional and township Zulu. Yet alongside that diversity, Alexandra had also become a headquarters for Johannesburg gangsterism – a contradiction Radebe navigates with unflinching honesty. What sets this account apart from other histories of townships is how personal and particular it feels. He writes equally of Diepkloof, where visits to his grandmother meant being sent repeatedly to a shop located in an established danger zone, each errand demanding alertness and strategy just to get there and back. Kung fu lessons from a Chinese instructor gave him discipline that, he reflects, remained valuable across his entire life. Music ran just as deep – the Flaming Souls, the Movers, the Anchors formed the soundtrack of his coming of age, and their world inspired him to become a drummer, with Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff among his deepest influences.

Threaded through the same pages is a quietly devastating portrait of family. Radebe’s mother navigated life with enormous self-reliance. Her grandfather, who owned properties and could have helped her, had effectively written her off; years later, when he fell ill, it was she who cared for him until he died. Radebe notes this without bitterness, adding that he still loves bread and tea, the food of poverty in Alexandra, to this day.

The moral logic of the 1976 uprisings is grounded here not in ideology but in accumulated indignity. It is Radebe’s account of seeing parents forced to run naked in the streets during police raids, on their way to school, that crystallises what followed. ‘How do you relate to any parent you have seen naked in the street in fear of arrest’? He asks. It is a question that still stands. By 1975, he and his peers had decided: if they did not fight this, it would never stop. The Black Consciousness Movement, founded by Steve Biko, and the Black People’s Convention, gave that resolve an intellectual framework and a political home.

The Robben Island chapters are among the most textured in this book. The Island had its own university, named after a courageous Xhosa prophet and king who had resisted British land grabs, where Marxism and Leninism were debated over Monopoly and Scrabble, and freedom songs drifted from nearby cells – Mandela wethu Sisulu wethu [our Mandela, our Sisulu], we will follow him even if we are arrested, even if we are killed. The homecoming is tender, his sister screaming, church songs, his mother in tears, but a week later a banning order arrives: three people together constituted an unlawful gathering. He signed it, then continued exactly what had put him in prison.

Radebe had returned to Alexandra for the township’s 1986 Six Days War, an intense street violence that remains one of the lesser-documented chapters of the struggle. While Radebe was in excile, he served in the Amandla Cultural Ensemble alongside Chris Hani. What distinguishes these chapters is their candour: the dangers Radebe faced came not only from the apartheid state but also from within the movement itself – fractures the liberation struggle has rarely been asked to account for publicly. His return to South Africa after 1990 is captured in a single image: police finding him on 3rd Avenue in Alexandra and pointing guns at him. Welcome back home. The post-1990 war between Inkatha and the African National Congress (ANC) in Alexandra is rendered with an insider perspective, particularly what academic analyses of the transition have not captured. In his 1981 book To Every Birth Its Blood, Mongane Wally Serote pointed out that South Africa’s freedom was not free. The authors of Comrade King emphasise this once more, stressing the need of keeping that in mind.

The final chapter, ‘Becoming a king’, is where the prophecy is fulfilled. A recurring dream drove Radebe to a place near a clinic in Alexandra that matched the dream’s setting exactly. What he discovered connected with the AmaHlubi people of the Embo Nation, a nation that stretches along the east coast of Africa, and to a lineage of indigenous spiritual leadership never fully acknowledged. The journey led him to a sacred mountain accompanied by the three isangoma, where sacred rites were performed. Radebe draws a careful distinction between indigenous kings who are spiritually driven and those who hold titles without that grounding, a distinction that extends beyond this autobiography.

The book’s main restriction is the tension implied in its title. Comrade King’s eight chapters focus on the comrade, the uprisings, Robben Island, Angola, the Amandla years, and the return to South Africa, with only one chapter focusing on the king. This is not to say that Radebe neglects the kingship. His concluding reflections are among the most searching pages in the book: his suffering was a learning curve that prepared him to know the difference between right and wrong as a king, hard-won knowledge. And yet the reader arrives at the threshold of the kingship, and the book ends. We learn how Radebe came to be king; we learn very little about how he exercises it, what decisions he makes, how he leads, and what the AmaHlubi experience of him as their ruler. The comrade is fully rendered. The king, for all the prophecy’s power, remains just out of reach.

Conclusion

In his closing, Radebe returns to the words of the original prophecy almost verbatim: his journey taught him how people without a connection to God behave, and enough about human beings to conclude that trust belongs only to God. What happened with the ANC in post-apartheid South Africa, he observes, is a case in point. These are not the words of a bitter man, but of one who arrived, clear-eyed, on the other side. Comrade King largely succeeds in its central aim: to honestly describe the revolutionary journey to freedom, with Alexandra township at the center of the “king’s” story. The book leaves the reader with a sense of anticipation; perhaps an argument for a second volume. It is essential reading for historians, sociologists and scholars of memory, identity and liberation, and for anyone who wants to understand what it means when a life fulfils exactly what was spoken over it before it began.
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