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Nkosi Johnson Memorial Lecture, June 7
th

 2011 

By Mandisa Dlamini 

 

LESSONS OF MY LIFE AS A YOUNG GIRL ORPHANED BY 

AIDS 

THE IGNORANCE THAT KILLED MY MOTHER, GUGU 

DLAMINI, MUST STILL BE OVERCOME 

My name is Mandisa Dlamini. I was born in at Edendale Hospital in KwaZulu Natal on 

June 28 1985. My mother was a single parent, thus, she was forced by her 

circumstance to leave me in Pietermaritzburg and go and look for a job in Durban. I 

grew up under the care of a woman I used to call aunty. She was a disabled close 

friend of my mother. My mom would only come back on weekends to visit. I stayed 

with aunty until she passed on, when I was in grade 3. My mother then had to take 

me with her to Durban, where she was renting a room house, and working as a 

waitress in town. We stayed in that one room until my mother got an RDP house in 

Kwa Mancinza, a part of KwaMashu. 

As one can guess, in this country being a young, single parent who’s uneducated at 

the same time, life is very difficult. My mom faced a lot of challenges and pain in her 

life that ranged from abuse to gross violation of human rights.  

Some men of Kwa Mancinza believed they deserved the RDP house more than my 

mother since they were older and married, and my mother was young and single. 

This situation made her vulnerable to all forms of abuse: emotionally, physically, and 

even sexually at times. My mother’s life was a mess and she struggled financially 

because she didn’t have a job and she had a daughter to take care of. She turned to 

alcohol abuse because of the stress and pain she was in. She could not face the pain 

of watching her daughter starve to death because of hunger. 
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She resorted to a lot of wrong things like having more than one sexual partner. She 

became so desperate and infatuated that she could not differentiate between love 

and abuse. I remember one night my mother promised to take me to the beach and 

this boyfriend was going to come along with us. My mother decided we stop at one 

of her friend’s house before we go. My mother’s boyfriend became jealous and he 

suspected that my mother was flirting. Instead of going to the beach we went back 

home and the boyfriend was very angry with her and started beating her. And he 

pushed her on the bed. I tried to stop him but he pushed me away and I fell on the 

floor. I stood up and pushed him until I was in between them, but I did not realise 

that he was strangling her until she started gasping.  But still she never left that man; 

she stayed because she believed that he loved her. 

A few months afterwards, my mother received the news that her boyfriend was shot 

and died. That really devastated her. She started drinking like never before, drinking 

day and night till she was sick. She went to Inyanga and they told her different 

stories. We were only two – and when she was sick I would have to run around 

asking for help from the neighbours and other relatives.  

One day she decided to go to the clinic where she was advised to go and get tested 

for HIV. I have to say NAPWA did a great job for my mother. Not only did they give 

her counselling and testing, they also gave her support. She was unemployed, 

vulnerable with no one to talk to. But after discovering that she was positive my 

mother changed completely; she gained weight and looked healthier. She was so 

open about her status and everywhere she went she would talk about HIV. I guess 

some people were not so impressed with that, especially the men. 

Mom Gugu Dlamini, was attacked, stoned, stabbed, kicked and eventually killed by a 

group of men from Kwa Mancinza in Durban KZN on 16 December 1998, after she 

went public on national radio and television about her HIV positive status. A friend 

came over to my house and invited her to a party, where the whole murder was 

conspired. On arrival there, she was pushed out of the house by the owner. A group 

of young men came from nowhere and started hitting her with everything they could 

find lying around – stones and spanners, and one stabbed her 3 times in the head.  
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When they finished beating her they threw her down the cliff where she tumbled 

down until she landed on a nearby shack. The owner of the shack was a family friend 

and she was also HIV positive. They said to her “You go and tell them to come and 

fetch their dog – we are done.”  

Luckily my mother’s boyfriend was with me so we went and took her home. I bathed 

her although she was not bleeding but snoring like in a coma. As I was bathing her I 

kept asking her why she went there. I thought she would wake up in the morning 

and explain. We went to the neighbours to ask for help but they refused because 

they were afraid of HIV. They thought that they would also become infected if they 

took her to hospital. We had to wait until the next morning for the ambulance to 

come and take her to hospital.  

Because my mother was the only source of income I had, I had no money to go to 

hospital to visit her, and when I finally got a chance it was too late. My mother was 

gone. She died on the 17
th

 December and she was buried on the 24
th

 of December. 

After my mother’s death I had to face the reality of a cold life. Every one promised to 

help me and I was in all the news papers, television, everywhere. 

MY LIFE AFTER MY MOM GUGU’S DEATH 

I was taken by someone in the name of love and foster care. She exposed me to an 

expensive but very rough life in the shebeen and tavern. She never bothered to 

know how I felt or what I liked or needed. She only coached me on how to make her 

business flourish and how to please her drunken customers at my own expense. She 

always secured expensive branded clothes and jewellery and thought I would see 

her love through these items. I was enslaved, waking up at 4am to open the bar and 

prepare for the workers before going to school. I scrubbed that big hall and then left 

for school, only to fall asleep in the 2
nd

 period till lunch. They even nicknamed me 

“sleeping beauty” in class. Men would fondle me and when I frowned I was slapped 

and told that’s not good customer care.  
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People saw this and plotted my escape to Pretoria so that I can track several people 

who promised to take me overseas for a better education. 

In 1999 I started dating a boy who always used to come to the tavern where I 

worked. I fell pregnant at 14 years of age and gave birth on the 14
th

; September 

2000. I stayed home post delivery for only two days on the third day I had to go back 

to the tavern and work. I collapsed at the bar due to anaemia and septicaemia from 

womb infection. I went back to work and school. At that time I attempted suicide 

and wished to die and follow my mother Gugu Dlamni, because my life was very 

bitter.  

A lot of people who came over promised to take me overseas to study which raised 

my hopes and made me to partly forget my pain and the misery for a while. I 

received tons of promises and sympathy and concerns about my well being. 

During the pain and the abuse I experienced I met a young lady who sympathised 

with me because she witnessed everything I went through. She helped me escape 

from the bar in Durban to her home in Pretoria in the squatter camp in Mamelodi. I 

stayed with her till she was called to the army as a trainee. She handed me over to 

the local social workers for assistance because she was afraid to let me remain alone 

in that shack surrounded by strangers and unruly young and older men. I was 

referred to the regional coordinator: HIV & AIDS for the Department of Health - 

Tshwane Motsweding area. When she saw me for the first time she just cried and 

took me away to her own house instead of shelter. I don’t know what she saw in me 

but she decided to negotiate with her family and they eventually embraced me. This 

is how I met the family that gave me love, warmth and a very good life. 

This family protected me from negative publicity and gave me a private, normal 

social life which took away my stigma, trauma, pain from loss and low self esteem. 

This woman took good care of me and gave me the love I never knew and needed so 

much. She gave me a good progressive moral life with good Christian values.  
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I managed to complete my Matric and learnt a lot of things regarding issues of life 

from my new family. I used to be well cared for without being spoiled, always called 

to order and disciplined with love and without discrimination. I was made to realise 

that I am somebody who is wonderfully and fearfully made by God who created all 

human beings, including my mother Gugu Dlamini, who was so brutally and 

prematurely murdered. Changing my behaviour from my old misguided and 

unscrupulous life style I was used to was not easy.  

Firstly, I did not tell my new family about the child I bore at 14years left in KZN in the 

same shebeen, I just couldn't because I feared I might lose the opportunity for a 

good life. Secondly, I also felt unworthy when comparing myself with my new 

siblings. The sister’s life was very special because she was not involved in wild 

township street life though living there. My daddy was a pastor, so I felt I was going 

to be disgraced and decided to keep my true background a secret for a while. 

When in my first year at tertiary, I was given the opportunity to live at the residence 

while my sister remained a tertiary day scholar to accommodate me. I made 

mistakes as an adolescent and disappointed my loving parents but still they forgave 

me and accepted me unconditionally. Today I am who I am because of them. They 

remain my pillars of strength and source of hope and courage. 

Please bear in mind that orphans are human beings with short comings, and a lot of 

blunders like children living with their biological parents, yet they also have strengths 

and potentials. Forgiveness from my parents was a crown on my head, when they 

not only forgave me but re-accepted me unconditionally. Very few people could do 

what they have done for me even after all my blunders.  

Hope prevails because there are people outside there with the true spirit of ubuntu. 

I promised my mother to be like her and go and look for other Mandisa’s like me and 

make a difference in other people’s lives. 

The dream of my life is to secure support and establish partnerships to rebuild my 

mom's house and turn it into a memorial centre and shelter for women and the girl-
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child in need of care. I want to support and ensure empowerment and development 

of women and the girl child, fight stigma and discrimination and violation of human 

rights of the affected and infected. I want to advocate for their rights of the voiceless 

and marginalised out there, starting from Kwa Mancinza to the other communities 

and eventually roll the model out to other provinces.  

IN CONCLUSION 

The reason why I’m telling my story is not for people to feel sorry for me or to be 

famous, but to show others that the problems and challenges I faced as an orphan in 

this life were not meant to kill me, but to show us the power that God has stored in 

us as people should we be given a chance. 

We face different challenges and sometimes we feel like giving up on life forgetting 

that it is not over until God says so.  

Let me emphasize that here in South Africa, there are still good people out there 

who are passionate about caring for devastated and displaced children like me, but 

my mom and daddy - outsmart them all. 

The plight of the girl child and women is critical for this country to win the fight 

against HIV and AIDS. Women need to be empowered to understand that life is not 

just about having a man in your life, but you need good quality of life: socially, 

emotionally, psychologically, physically and spiritually. Parallel to women’s 

empowerment, men also need not be neglected but be empowered to understand 

that life is a bundle of issues that need to be figured out.  

Mzansi!!!!! It’s time we looked at HIV differently, and learn that it is not just about 

the pills and good nutrition – it has given birth to a social and human monster 

ravaging the fibre of our society. We have a new epidemic of a traumatised, hurting, 

abused, bitter and vulnerable generation that is growing very fast under the 

environment of PWA support and foster care. This kind of generation end up doing 

drugs, alcohol, and prostitution because of the pain which is caused by HIV and AIDS.  
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The state need to build the capacity of social workers so that they can reach us and 

not just place us like furniture/objects. They must not just talk to foster mothers 

about us without us; otherwise they miss out on the opportunity to reduce the 

severity of damage we are experiencing.  

Social development need to move beyond just home based care to home based care 

and development. After being well cared for by community carers, the people with 

HIV need to go beyond being stronger with high CD4 levels and undetectable  

levels of HIV in their blood, and hit the road running to new ventures socially, 

economically, academically, spiritually and otherwise.  

If not so they will go and buy positive TB sputa or low CD4 results from the very 

patients in order to stay on the grant and remain in square one – There must be an 

exit strategy to full blown AIDS grant support. Honourable Deputy President, please 

people who are on grants must not just be dumped or thrown out into the same 

environment that led them to the dying stage of the disease. The doctors, who 

perform pre and post assessment of these patients also need to be trained on 

psychosocial dynamics of the disease and how to handle clients strategically with all 

sensitivity they deserve without compromising policy and procedure. 

My dream: is to have a Gugu Dlamini Memorial Lecture on stigma discrimination and 

uplifting the plight of women and the girl child presented by the Honourable State 

President for translating of commitment to real action in addressing this problem. 

Men need to understand that women have a right to change, grow and rise to the 

level of success as opportunities become available. You may look stupid and 

hopeless today, with good motivation, support and mentorship rise to be a leader 

and a motivator to uplift others.  

They must not fight or hurt you for adopting a progressive and positive attitude to a 

point of deciding to shorten your life. Men need to know that women were also 

created to be respected and loved by the same God who created men. There is no 

second class creation so nobody should be treated like one. Why must women die at 
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their prime age in the hands of ruthless headless men for the rational choices they 

make without stealing or borrowing anything from anybody?  

Gugu made an informed decision to come out of the closet about her HIV status 

without insulting anybody so why must women die for deciding to do what they love 

most: loving others to the point of emptying yourself to warn them so that they 

don’t fall into the same trap as you did. Gugu Dlamini is no more but stigma and 

discrimination and undermining women’s rights remains rife in the same community 

where she was killed.  

We also need to engage more with this generation of young people so that we may 

adopt strategies that might help to stop self-destruction. The GUGU DLAMINI 

MEMORIAL CENTRE intends to introduce the girl child mentoring programme 

mainly to increase awareness on some of the common issues like teenage 

pregnancy, new HIV infections, drop out from school, prostitution, managing the 

trauma of loss, striving for survival without compromising one’s human dignity and 

self respect. 

Lastly, my wish is to preserve Gugu Dlamini’s legacy by converting her RDP house 

into HIV and AIDS museum with reference to the growing or reducing levels of fear 

of HIV stigma and discrimination, violation of women’s human rights. I would like to 

see that place turned into a haven for orphans and vulnerable children, a shelter for 

abused and rejected women and girl child. Like our president always say in his 

speeches: South Africans let’s work together, bury our differences because 

“Together we can do more” I love and respect people who care.” 

 

ENDS 


