
TOUWSRIVIER, 13 JULY 1969: FOUR DIE IN A THREE CAR COLLISION
Three cars travelling in heavy fog along the N1 National Highway passing Touwsrivier collided in a devastating accident on 13 July 1969. 

Four lives were lost. Four people were injured. Their families were broken.
The four people who passed away were Madiba Thembekile 'Thembi' Mandela, his sister-in-law, Irene Simelane, Christina Johanna Klaassen and an Italian tourist, Angelo Egidio.

The injured were Thoko Mandela, Johannes Jacobus Cornelus Klaassen, his youngest daughter Christina Klaassen and his granddaughter, Christina Van den Berg.

Thembekile Mandela was travelling with his wife and sister-in-law from Durban back to their home in Retreat, Cape Town. 
The Klaassen family was returning from Cape Town to their home in Bloemfontein, Free State.

Angelo Egidio was traveling away from Cape Town. 
Within days all the families had received the shattering news of their passing. 

Thembekile was the first-born child of Evelyn and Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela who was then in jail serving a sentence of life imprisonment for his role in the struggle to end apartheid. On 16 July the Commanding Officer of Robben Island 
Maximum Security Prison informed him that a telegram had arrived bearing news of the death of his eldest son. The grief-stricken father returned to his cell and his comrades later recalled seeing him wrapped tightly in a brown prison- 
issue blanket sitting with his comrade Walter Sisulu.

It was the second shattering blow in less than a year for the man who was in his seventh year of imprisonment. His mother, Nosekeni Mandela passed away in September 1968 and he was refused 
permission to leave prison to bury her.

Six days after he heard about the accident that stole his son's life, Nelson Mandela wrote to the Commanding Officer of Robben Island.

 "My eldest son, Madiba Thembekile, aged twenty-four, passed away in Cape Town on July 13, 1969, as a result of injuries he sustained in a motor-car accident. 
 I wish to attend, at my own cost, the funeral proceedings and to  pay my last respects to his memory. I have no information as to where he will be buried, but I assume that this 
will take place either in Cape Town, Johannesburg or Umtata. In this connection I should be pleased if you would give me permission to proceed immediately, with or without 
escort, to the place where he will be laid to rest. If he will already have been buried by the time you receive this application, then I would ask that I be allowed to visit his grave 
for the purpose of “laying the stone”, the traditional ceremony reserved for those persons who miss the actual burial. 
 It is my earnest hope that you will on this occasion find it possible to approach this request more humanely than you treated a similar application I made barely ten months ago, in 
September 1968, for leave to attend my mother’s funeral. Approval of that application would have been a generous act on your part, and one which would have made a deep  

impression on me. Such a humanitarian gesture would have gone a long way in softening the hard blow and painful misfortune of an imprisoned man losing a 
mother, and would have afforded me the opportunity to  be present at the graveside. I might add that I saw my late son a little more than five years ago and you 

will readily appreciate just how anxious I am to attend the funeral. 
 Finally, I should like to point out that precedent exists when Governments have favourably considered applications of this nature."

He wrote later to a friend that this request was "simply ignored" and Thembekile was buried in Johannesburg on 3 August without the presence of his father.

He and his colleagues in prison were not allowed access to newspapers until 1980 and his special plea to read the reports on the accident were also refused. In 
fact, he said he was given "no authentic information whatsoever" on how his son had died. 

  Mandela was in prison for another twenty years and finally, after his release he was able to visit the scene of the accident.

    Thembekile left two daughters Ndileka, aged four, and Nandi who was just over a year old.

Christine Van den Berg was 20 months old when her mother Charlotte passed away and four years old when she lost her grandmother in the accident. She 
returned to the Free State and some years later moved to Worcester to live with her aunt Judith Snyman where she attended high school.

In 2019, fifty years after the tragedy that claimed the lives of their loved ones, Christine and Ndileka were introduced and privately shared 
personal memories of the disaster.

 "Death comes to each & every family, striking down today either a beloved father or mother or child, brother or sister, [and] that 
what is essential is not so much the particular calamity that  befalls you, but the attitude you adopt towards it." 
                                                                                      — Nelson Mandela, 29 July 1969
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