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Sports News

Mpho Madi faced many battles as a child 
but her fighting spirit has ensured she’s  
become one of our top woman sporting  
heroes with an eye on the Olympics
BY AYANDA SITOLE PICTURES: PAPI MORAKE AND ONKGOPOTSE KOLOTI  

QUEEN OF 
THE RING

S
H E WAS abandoned 

at bir th and endured 

horrific physical abuse at 

the hands of her adoptive 

parents. 

But Mpho Madi (26) 

is a real fighter – so much so that she’s 

become one of South Africa’s top female 

wrestlers, with her eye on the 2016 

Olympic Games.

She’s triumphed in a sporting code 

dominated by Afrikaans-speaking men. 

But if you assume they regard her as 

being inferior in any way, you’re wrong. 

It’s clear from the men who come 

up to shake her hand, give her an 

encouraging pat on the back and 

even ask how they can improve their 

wrestling performance, that they have 

nothing but respect for her.  

MAIN PICTURE: 
Mpho Madi 
is a top
South African 
wrestler who  
has competed 
internationally. 
LEFT: Her career 
highlight is  
winning a bronze 
medal at the   
Commonwealth 
Games in  
Glasgow  
last year. 
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her with a belt, causing 

a gaping wound in her 

head. She walked to the 

police station to seek help, 

and shortly afterwards 

social workers returned 

her to the shelter.

At the age of eight, 

she was moved to the 

Chance Children’s Home 

in Springs where her 

life had more stability.  

“I felt things were finally 

calming down. I went to a good school and 

made new friends,” she says. 

But it was a subsequent move to Kids Haven 

that really turned her life around, and set her 

on a course for sporting stardom.  

“A coach from the Benoni Wrestling Club 

came to the shelter to recruit boys to take up 

wrestling,” she recalls. 

“He later returned and 

asked the girls to try out. 

Most of them complained 

it was too tough, but I was 

fascinated and started 

training.” 

And i t  wasn’t  long 

before the coach realised he’d recruited an 

exceptional talent.  

“It was 2009 and I was in Matric,” she 

explains. “I had to choose between going to 

work, or studying at a tertiary institution. 

Unfortunately my grades were too poor to 

qualify for a bursary so I volunteered at the 

shelter to make a little bit of money.”  

In the meantime, Mpho continued wrestling, 

finding comfort in the new friends she made 

through the sport. 

“I met a woman called Amanda van der 

Watt, whose grandchild also wrestled. She took 

a keen interest in me and started visiting me at 

the shelter. And a couple of months later she 

asked if I wanted to live with her family. Now 

she’s my new mom,”  the ambitious young 

woman explains.   

d

t. 

SHE MOVED in with the Van der Watt 

family on her birthday. “It was a miracle, I’ll  

never forget that day. It was the best birthday 

present ever,” she says. Her new family now 

includes Amanda’s two children and three 

grandchildren. 

She now has the family support to take her 

sport to the next level, but is still struggling to 

find sponsorship. “I’ve earned my provincial 

colours but wrestling is considered an amateur 

sport that doesn’t pay. In addition, it isn’t 

promoted much in South Africa. Ideally,  

I would like to train in Canada – which has 

some of the best female wrestlers.”  

Such is her dedication to the sport that 

she doesn’t have much of a social life outside 

wrestling. But she’s focused on bigger things. 

And with her refusal to give up, there’s no 

doubt that her name will be up there with the 

best of the best in female wrestling.   ■ 

ayanda.sitole@drum.co.za
Twitter: @sitole

ABOVE LEFT  
and MIDDLE:  
The sport is 
dominated by 
men, but Mpho 
has made a 
name for herself. 
TOP RIGHT: 
Mpho trains at 
the Primrose 
Wrestling Club. 
RIGHT: Mpho 
hopes to qualify 
for the 2016 
Olympic Games.

“Some people expect the guys I train with 

to be racist because they’re Afrikaans, but not 

here,” she says. “I’ve never experienced racism 

from them – that’s why I love wrestling here.”

And it’s a passion that’s taken her to the 

top of her game. Last year, she represented 

South Africa at the Commonwealth Games in 

Glasgow and became the first South African 

wrestler to walk away with a bronze medal. 

She was also nominated for the SA 

Sportswoman of the Year Award and is now 

training to represent South Africa at the Senior 

Wrestling Africa Championship in Egypt. She 

is also preparing to compete at the Spanish 

Grand Prix wrestling tournament in July. 

“A lot of women don’t take up wrestling 

because they don’t really understand it,” she 

says. “They see all the violence and drama on 

World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) on 

television, but real wrestling is a technical sport 

requiring real athleticism.” 

BUT MPHO’S journey has 

not been easy – and many 

people with less fighting 

spirit would have given up 

in the face of the hardship 

she’s faced. She’s conquered 

some of life’s greatest challenges – and  

now she’s taking on some of the world’s 

toughest athletes. 

“When I was born, I was abandoned at 

the hospital,” she says sadly. “I was taken to  

a shelter for homeless children – and it was all 

uphill from there.”  

At the age of five, she was adopted by the 

Madis, a young couple who she believes had 

good intentions but were ill-prepared for the 

responsibility of raising a child.

“My adoptive father abused his wife and 

she took her frustrations out on me,” she says. 

“They often abandoned me at school, and my 

teachers would have to take me to the police 

station. Sometimes the abuse got so bad our 

neighbours would call the police.”

The final straw was when her mother hit 

    It was a 
miracle, I’ll  never 
forget that day


