
BRIEF SYNOPSIS of 
FREE MANDELA 

 
 
A tribal gathering in rural Transkei province of South Africa. A 
conflict over goats grazing in a vegetable field is resolved by the 
principle of “Ubuntu” – sharing humanity and mutual respect. 
This principle will motivate Nelson Mandela all his life.  
 
Winnie Mandela narrates the scene explaining tribal customs and 
that she always wants to call Nelson by his African name Madiba, 
which belongs to all his tribe.  
 
Nelson goes to school where he wins prizes ins port and academic 
pursuits. But this is a school run on white colonialist principles. A 
local chief awards prizes but makes a fiery speech about the need 
for freedom for the black people of South Africa who will never 
reach their potential under white rule – British or Boer (Afrikaans).  
This event has a great effect on the young Nelson. 
 
The arrival of Apartheid and the dominance of the Boer Whites via 
the election of the racist Malan as head of state is dramatised. 
A series of brutal anti-black laws are enacted.  
 
Nelson goes to Johannesburg having qualified as a legal clerk. 
He joins the legal firm of Mr Tambo, the only black legal practice in 
Johannesburg. Tambo is a powerful political figure in  the Black 
community. He encourages Nelson to think of the Law an apolitical 
struggle not a legal one.  
Extrovert Tambo introduces Nelson to the social worker and strong 
character of Winnie Madikizela at a dance. Nelson (Or Madiba) 
and Winnie agree to go on a date together, but to a demonstration 
rather than a dance. 
 
The demonstration is against the infamous “Pass Laws” which tie 
residence to work, and break up families without giving any rights 
to black workers. Nelson burns his pass and is arrested.  
 
Nelson is imprisoned for the first time but Tambo pays his fine 
and he is released and is happy to see Winnie. They are now a 
couple and will marry.  
 



Nelson is a good amateur boxer, we see him in court defending a 
radical member of the ANC (African National Congress which was  
the main resistance group and dedicated to non violence).  
Nelson is banned from the court for his outspoken defence. 
 
Nelson takes to the streets and with the ANC issues the 
“Freedom Charter”. He is now in a senior position in the ANC and 
famous as a leading black lawyer. 
 
He is arrested for inciting rebellion. 
 
Meanwhile in Sharpeville black township (a slum) demonstrators 
against the Pass laws, protesting peacefully, are shot and killed by 
the Police.  Many of the dead are children shot as they ran away. 
The Sharpeville massacre changes South Africa. Winnie and 
Nelson argue over the right response. Nelson holds onto the idea 
of non violence. Winnie is angry and wants to fight back. 
 
Nelson is in court, this time as the defendant. He argues his case 
skilfully and is declared innocent but just as the police are about to 
re-arrest him on another charge he goes underground. Winnie too 
has no idea where he is. He becomes famous as the Black 
Pimpernel, the leader of the ANC the police cannot catch. 
The police harass Winnie, breaking into her Soweto home at night, 
frightening her daughter and threatening both unless they reveal 
where Nelson is hiding. But Winnie does not know… 
 
Winnie is walking to the shops when a car pulls up. She does not 
recognise her husband but he reveals himself and they drive 
together to a rural farm where a White communist sympathiser has 
set a up an ANC safe house for Nelson where he can meet 
Winnie. The couple’s romantic evening is marred by 
disagreements about the use of non-violence to overthrow 
Apartheid. The police raid the farm but Nelson escapes.  
 
A meeting in Durban of the ANC main committee. Tambo presides. 
After a heated debate, Nelson switches sides from Non-violence 
to supporting an armed struggle. The ANC vote to begin military 
resistance to the Apartheid regime. 
 
 
 



Someone betrays the Black Pimpernel and Nelson is arrested on 
the way back from the meeting. 
He is tried for high treason and armed rebellion. In court he 
states that he is ready to die for democracy and equal rights for all 
races.  Many think he will be executed but he is sentenced to life 
imprisonment.Nelson is taken to Robben Island Prison. He begins 
had labour in the stone quarry.  
 
The people of Soweto in chorus explain their lives (poor black 
workers on edge of rich white Johannesburg).  Winnie is back in 
Soweto and is becoming their leader. But she is given a banning 
order that is almost house arrest. 
 
A woman tries to persuade her to give up the political struggle and 
take a job in a shoe shop and be a mother to her children. 
But Winnie will not give up and sends her children to Swaziland 
and safety to focus on the ANC. The woman is an informer not a 
friend. The police see that Winnie is not going to give up and take 
her without trail and throw her in prison. 
Winnie is tortured, placed in solitary confinement for 17 months. 
She sees friends and comrades brutally treated. There are 
government Death Squads too.  Nelson reflects that his 
imprisonment is never as horrific as the treatment given to his wife.  
 
On Robben Island Nelson strikes up a friendship with a white 
guard who smuggles newspapers to him.  
Winnie has a heart attack and is released but sent immediately 
into exile in a remote rural town. She will spend 7 years there.  
(A second actress now plays the older Winnie in our production).  
 
Young activists criticise Nelson for not being aggressive enough, 
not hating the White Apartheid regime with enough passion 
 
Winnie is allowed to return from exile. She becomes the “queen of 
Soweto” the figurehead of the radical elements in the ANC. She 
defends Nelson in public but they are growing apart. 
Winnie visits Nelson in prison. They are loving but also there is a 
tension between their different tactics in the struggle.  
 
A barbeque at a white villa with a swimming pool. There are 
political tensions between the white guests. Do they carry on and 
enjoy themselves or do they negotiate with the Black 
majority? Can they maintain this luxurious life amidst rising 



violence and international disapproval? As they eat steak a bomb 
goes off at a nearby power station. Many guests are killed or 
wounded. A woman takes a hurt child and asks for hope and 
forgiveness.  
 
The government realise they must negotiate or the country sink 
into civil war. They send a representative to Robben island to 
negotiate with Nelson Mandela. He agrees to talk to the President 
about ending violence if Apartheid is ended.  
 
The Boer population begin a backlash, attacking their own 
government for negotiating with Mandela and the ANC.  But many 
whites are worried. President De Klerk appears on TV to announce 
negotiations and that times must change. 
 
Back in Soweto Winnie is increasingly paranoid about traitors and 
informers. She assembles a bodyguard of young men and boys 
called MUFC (Mandela United Football Club). They terrorise 
Soweto. Winnie suspects young Stompie(aged 14) of being a 
police spy. He is tortured and killed. Did she order the murder? 
She claims it is a police set up. 
 
President De Klerk and the police want to lessen Winnie’s 
influence on the ANC and Nelson. They publicise the killing, they 
also show Nelson letter from Winnie to her younger lover, Dali. 
Nelson is shaken. Just as his political dream and his freedom 
are in his grasp his personal life is collapsing.  
Winnie visits Nelson in his new luxurious prison (a prison 
governor’s house).  She refuses to stay the night with her husband 
as it is a prison. They are tender but then argue, he confronts her 
about Stompie and other violent acts. She leaves warning him that 
now she too is a lion, not his cub. 
 
President De Klerk abolishes Apartheid and orders all political 
prisoners be released. 
Nelson sets a date for his own freedom, delaying it for maximum 
effect. He asks Winnie to be by his side upon his release. She 
agrees. But something has broken between them (later they will 
divorce).  
 
The great day arrives Black and White South Africa rejoice at 
the freedom of Nelson Mandela. He will surely be elected 
President in the first free elections ever held in  the country. He will 



create a democratic multi racial democracy which will be a beacon 
for the world. He has emerged from 27 years in prison to unite and 
forgive.  
 
Winnie shares his triumph but then leaves the adoring crowds to 
nurse her bitterness. His triumph will now overshadow her, and his 
forgiveness will prevent her revenge. The whites will give up power 
but keep their wealth and the people of Soweto will be free to be 
poor and her torturer will never face justice. Who now is free?  
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