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PREFACE


This is a short book about a big man I was fortunate to get to know, Nelson Mandela. The story centers on the epic period, between 1990 and 1995, when Mandela faced his most daunting obstacles and achieved his greatest triumphs; the time when the full flower of his genius as a political leader was most vividly on display.


I spent those five years recording Mandela’s feats, trials, and tribulations as the South African correspondent for the London Independent and, as such, was one of the few foreign journalists there to cover both his release from prison, on February 11, 1990, and his accession to the presidency four years later. My proximity to Mandela throughout this decisive period in South Africa’s history allowed me to observe the man as closely as anyone in my position could reasonably have expected. I don’t presume to call him a friend, but I can safely say that he knew very well who I was, and read much of what I wrote, which fills me with pride.


After I left South Africa for Washington in 1995, I continued to study and think about Mandela in the course of interviewing many people who had been close to him as research for a number of film documentaries and for my previous book, Playing the Enemy, about his crowning political moment, a turning point in history masquerading as a game of rugby. I have accumulated an enormous amount of information, along with many telling anecdotes about Mandela that have shaped my perceptions about his private and public life.


I believe that, large as Mandela’s presence on the global stage has been, there’s still much more to say about the man, the quality of his leadership, and the legacy he leaves the world. My hope is that readers will come away from this book with a more profound understanding of Mandela the individual and of why he has been the towering moral and political figure of our age.


Yet he had his flaws and bore the scars of much personal anguish. His triumphs on the political stage were won at the cost of unhappiness, loneliness, and disappointment. He was neither a superman nor a saint. But this only serves, in my view, to magnify his achievement, placing him alongside men like Abraham Lincoln, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr. on the sparsely populated pantheon of historical greats.


General Alan Brooke, Britain’s Chief of the Imperial General Staff during the Second World War, said of Winston Churchill, “He is quite the most wonderful man I have ever met, and it is a source of never-ending interest studying him and getting to realize that occasionally such human beings make their appearance on this earth, human beings who stand out head and shoulders above all others.”


To me, those words may as well have been said, with at least as much relevance, about Mandela. He is the one political leader I have encountered in more than thirty years as a journalist—reporting on conflicts all over the world, from bloody guerrilla warfare in Central America to bloodless battles of words in the U.S. Congress—who succeeded in up-ending the cynicism that tends to go hand in hand with the business of journalism. I arrived in South Africa after ten years in Latin America, sickened by the horrors wrought by murderous generals on their own people and by the puppet presidents put in place by Cold War powers. Mandela changed all that. Thanks to him, I left South Africa newly convinced that noble and enlightened leadership had not, after all, been erased from the roster of human possibilities.


Just about everywhere we look, our faith in political leaders has hit rock bottom; mediocrity, fanaticism, and moral cowardice abound. Nelson Mandela, who remained as generous as he was shrewd, despite spending twenty-seven years in jail, stands as a timely reminder and a timeless inspiration. Humanity is, and always has been, capable of great things, and there is always room and reason for us to do better.


With gratitude and affection, I submit this attempt to capture Mandela’s imperishable legacy in words.
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THE PRESIDENT AND
THE JOURNALIST


Condemned in 1964 to life in prison for taking up arms against the state, he was supposed to have died in a small cell on a small island. Yet here was Nelson Mandela, almost thirty years later, standing before me, no longer a prisoner of that state, but the head of it. Barely a month had passed since he had been elected president of South Africa when he welcomed me into his new office at the Union Buildings in Pretoria, wearing his large and familiar smile, enveloping my hand in his enormous one, leathery after years of forced labor. “Ah, hello, John!” he cried with what felt like genuine delight. “How are you? Very good to see you.”


It was flattering to have the most celebrated man in the world call me by my first name with such seemingly spontaneous exuberance but, for the hour I spent with him, in the first interview he did with a foreign newspaper after assuming power, I chose to forget that Mandela, like that other master politician Bill Clinton, seemed able to recollect the name of virtually every person he’d ever met. It was only later, when the glow of his charm had worn off, that I paused to consider whether his behavior was calculated, whether he had deliberately sought to beguile me, as he had succeeded in doing with every other journalist, every politician of every hue, practically every single person who had spent any time in his company. Was he an actor or was he sincere? I’d come up with an answer in due time, but the honest truth is that, back then, I, like all the others, was powerless to resist.


Six foot tall, commandingly upright in a dark, pencil-sharp suit, Mandela walked a little rigidly, but his arms swung loose by his sides, his air both jaunty and majestic, as he led me into his wood-paneled office—large enough to accommodate his old prison cell forty times over. The most urbane of hosts, he motioned me towards a set of chairs so finely upholstered that they would not have been out of place in the Palace of Versailles. Mandela, soon to turn seventy-six, was as gracefully at ease in his presidential role as if he had spent the past third of his life not in jail, but amidst the gilded trappings that his white predecessors had lavished on themselves to compensate for the indignity of knowing the rest of the world held them in contempt.


By a staggering turn of events, the man settling himself in his chair to face me had become quite possibly the most unanimously admired head of state in history. In truth, I was apprehensive. We’d met numerous times before. I had interviewed him; I had had plenty of chats with him, before and after press conferences and other public events since arriving in South Africa in January 1989, thirteen months before his release. Now, five and a half years later, on the morning of June 7, 1994, I felt intimidated. Before he had been a voteless freedom fighter, now he was an elected president. The great and the good had flocked from all over the world for his inauguration four weeks earlier here in these very Union Buildings, a vast brown pile perched on a hill above the South African capital that for eighty-four doleful years had been the seat of whites-only power. From this citadel, the apartheid laws had been enforced. From here, the chiefs of South Africa’s dominant white tribe, the Afrikaners, administered a system that denied 85 percent of the population—those people born with dark skin—any say in the affairs of their country: They could not vote; they were sent to inferior schools so they could not compete with whites in the workplace; they were told where they could and could not live and what hospitals, buses, trains, parks, beaches, public toilets, public telephones they could and could not use.


Apartheid amounted, as Mandela once described it, to a moral genocide: an attempt to exterminate an entire people’s self-respect. The United Nations called that “a crime against humanity,” but the former masters of the Union Buildings believed that they were doing God’s work on earth, and humanity be damned. With admirable logic, apartheid’s Calvinist orthodoxy preached that black and white souls inhabited separate heavens, rendering it morally imperative for the chosen few to respond to those who rose in opposition to God’s will with all the might that God in his bounty had awarded them. The ordinary black foot soldiers who rebelled were terrorized into submission, beaten by the police, sometimes tortured, in some cases assassinated, very often jailed without charge. The high-profile leaders, like Mandela, were punished with banishment to a barren island off the south Atlantic coast.


But Mandela endured and now, at last, he had stormed and taken the citadel. He never gloated in that hour we spent together, never came close to it, but the truth was that he had defeated apartheid’s God, had kicked the Afrikaner interpretation of Calvinist theology into the dustbin of history. The apartheid laws had been wiped off the books, democratic elections had taken place in his country for the first time and the party he led, the African National Congress, had won with two-thirds of the national vote. He was the chief now, the president on the hilltop. He had fulfilled his destiny and done so in classic style, playing the part of the hero who rebels against tyranny, endures prison with Spartan forbearance, rises again to liberate his chained people and, in a twist unique to Mandela, finally forgives and redeems his enemies. Little wonder the world regarded him as a giant. He, while never betraying any suggestion of arrogance or pomposity, was aware of the global esteem in which he was held. And he knew I knew.


He sensed that I was nervous, but didn’t show it, for that would have been impolite. He was aware of the effect he had on people. Everyone felt overawed in his presence, but Mandela took no delight in that. He wanted to be liked as much as he wanted to be admired.


So, he did with me as he did with everyone else: he strove to put me at ease by reducing himself to my terrestrial level, sending me a message, coded but clear enough, that he was just another toiling mortal, as I was. First, by greeting me as warmly as he did and showing he remembered my name and then, when we were sitting down, throwing me slightly, but again in a flattering way, by saying: “I must apologize. I feel certain we have obliged you to work very hard these last weeks.” In a distinctive mannerism of his, he held onto the “e” of the word “very,” adding an extra beat for emphasis. “Ve-ery hard.” He said it with cheery mischief in his eye and I thought, as I had done the very first time I had seen him close up, on the morning after he left prison, how regal yet how approachable he was.


I chuckled at his apology and replied in the same spirit, “Not as hard as you have been working, Mr. Mandela, I am sure.”


“Ah, yes,” he shot back, the smile widening, “but you were not loafing on an island for many years, as I was.”


I laughed out loud. Self-deprecation was another of the ploys he used in the attempt to undercut the uneasy awe that he inspired. There was a British quality to that. I always thought Mandela, in another life, would have made a perfect chairman of one of those Victorian-era gentlemen’s clubs that still exist in London. Very proper and correct, but superbly comfortable in his own skin. The impression was not accidental, for he had been taught by British missionaries as a child and, at the age of fourteen, as he would confess later, he knew more about the history of Britain, the battles of Hastings, Waterloo, and Trafalgar than he did about the Afrikaners’ conquest of the southern tip of Africa or the wars of his own Xhosa tribe. When he was born his family named him Rohlihlahla, which means “tree-shaker” or “troublemaker” in Xhosa; it was a teacher at school who later gave him the name Nelson, in honor of the British Empire’s most celebrated admiral.


Self-deprecation, as every Englishman since the time of Lord Nelson and before knows, is a subtle sport. There’s a bogus element to it. In making light of your own achievements you are also, by a happy whim, drawing attention to them. There was more than a dash of vanity behind the claim that he had been loafing on Robben Island, for we both knew prison had been no Bahamas vacation. I picked up on that hint of weakness, his need to preen, and in a way he might not necessarily have meant, that served his purpose, too. It humanized him more in my eyes. Whatever the case, the magic, intended or unintended, worked—I had been put at my ease. Not on a footing of social equality, exactly, but sufficiently to be able to set about the business at hand with the composure not to make a fool of myself.


I switched on my cassette recorder and the interview began. I launched into my first political question, and as I uttered my first words his face changed, his smile vanished, his features turned to stone. It was always the way with Mandela. As soon as the subject turned serious, as soon as conversation turned to his life’s mission, he listened with rapt, frozen concentration, his entire body stock-still. No more jokes now. But, happily, plenty of news.


He would leave office, he announced, after just one five-year presidential term. That was a bombshell right there. There had been suggestions in previous days that he would not be seeking re-election, but that was the first time he had publicly spelled out his intentions. It was quite a statement—a message to his country, his continent, and the world, an example to leaders everywhere who, whether popularly elected or after seizing power, all too often undermined the democracy they purported to uphold by succumbing to the vanity of imagining they were irreplaceable. Aware, rather, of his limitations, Mandela knew that come 1999, age would circumscribe his ability to do his job efficiently and he understood, too, that his talents lay not so much in day-to-day governance as in the symbolic consolidation of his country’s new-found unity. He would play the role more of a nation-binding monarch than of a hands-on administrator.


That was why he also told me that much remained to be done to make sure all the good work of the liberation struggle was not undone. Segments of the far right remained armed and restless, unhappy with their government’s decision to hand over power to the majority without a fight. Cementing the foundations of South Africa’s inevitably fragile new democracy, he said, would be his principal challenge in office. I noted, a little quizzically, that the old apartheid coat of arms with its spectacularly ironic motto—“Ex Unitate Vires” (Out of Unity Strength)—remained on his office wall. Mandela replied that this would go soon enough, but that his government would move gingerly on the renaming of streets, towns, and public monuments, avoiding what might have been the revolutionist’s temptation to trample on his defeated white compatriots’ symbols of identity and pride.


It was rich, strong journalistic material, yet as I reflect on that interview now, nearly twenty years later, it is not so much what he said that has endured most in my memory, but the brief gesture, ten minutes into the interview, when there was a knock at the door and a middle-aged white woman entered the presidential office carrying a tray of tea.


Mandela, on seeing her, interrupted himself in midsentence and rose to his feet: There was a lady in the room. He greeted her effusively. “Ah, hello, Mrs. Coetzee! How are you?” He stood bolt upright while she fussed about, placing the cups, milk, and sugar on the table, and then a bottle of water and an empty glass. Then he introduced me to her. “Mrs. Coetzee, this is Mr. Carlin.” I stood up—disgracefully, I had not done so. Then, the two of us shook hands. Mandela thanked her profusely for the tea, which was for me, and for the water, which she poured out for him. He did not sit down until Mrs. Coetzee left the room.


There had been a time, long before he went to prison, at the first law firm where he worked in the 1940s, when Mandela had been reprimanded by his white boss for drinking his tea from the same cups as the white employees. Mandela, who would later set up his own legal practice, had just arrived at the firm and had not understood that the tin cups were for the black workers, the porcelain ones for the white. But that indignity, together with the far greater ones he would endure later, had been forgotten now.


Mrs. Coetzee, whose name was classically Afrikaans, would have remembered those times. It was probable that, until quite recently, she had been responsible for administering the tea cup variation of “petty apartheid,” as they used to call it, here at her place of work. For, as I suspected when I saw her enter Mandela’s office (and would confirm later), she had been employed at the Union Buildings for some time. She had worked for Mandela’s two predecessors, F. W. de Klerk, South Africa’s last president, and P. W. Botha, a curmudgeon and a bully known by friends and foes as “the Big Crocodile.” Mrs. Coetzee had been, in short, a loyal servant of the apart-heid state. It would have been natural for Mandela to regard her as one more accomplice in the crime against humanity and to have treated her accordingly on becoming president by showing her the door.


And yet here he was, and here she was too. Not a glimmer of a grudge. He was all chivalry to this woman who would return the compliment a few days later by telling the local press that she had never been shown anything resembling Mandela’s respect and kindness by the Afrikaner kin under whom she had worked before.


The curious thing was that, rather than bask in his own munificence, Mandela marveled at Mrs. Coetzee. He had bestowed on her the gift of forgiveness but, as he saw it, she had been generous to accept it. Alluding to her directly, a half hour after she left the room, it emerged that he was as taken in his own way with her as she had been with him. I asked him whether, despite the troubling undercurrents of unrest among the white right, he was surprised at the degree to which ordinary white people appeared to have adapted to the political changes. He was excited by the question.


“You know, that is perfectly true,” he said. “Yes. Look at the lady who brought in the tea. Look at this! It is really unbelievable, the way they have just adjusted to the new position.” It didn’t seem to have occurred to him that she had adjusted in part because of the decency he had shown her. He had another explanation, a more practical one. “I think it is people, the nature of the human being,” he said. “People want peace. They want security for themselves and for their children.”


That was as true as it was manifestly wise, yet there was a part of the picture missing: his own part. Mandela made it plain that he never thought of himself as a god or even, as he said, as a saint. He knew his personal failings, and he knew that random factors over which he had no control played a part in obtaining his people’s freedom. For example, what might have become of South Africa had P. W. Botha not suffered a stroke before Mandela’s release, in 1989, forcing him to make way for the more pliable de Klerk? Nobody knows. Not even Mandela. Whether out of false or genuine modesty, he showed no inclination to claim the large part of the credit that was his due in winning over Mrs. Coetzee and, in time, the totality of the white population. Right then, at the very moment when I was interviewing him, he was at the peak of his life’s achievements, yet power did not seem to have gone to his head. He was, as George Washington had been at the birth of the United States, his country’s indispensable man. Many others had endured heavy sacrifices or had contributed their share of generosity and wisdom, but Mandela had been the chief architect of South Africa’s peaceful revolution. Without him, as the turbulent priest of black liberation Archbishop Desmond Tutu once said to me, it simply would not have been possible. It was his integrity and courage, allied to his powers of charm and persuasion, that had convinced his enemies to cede power voluntarily in the belief that he was a leader whom they could trust to forgo the path of revenge that their guilty consciences feared.


Mandela achieved that goal and many more, overcoming one seemingly impossible challenge after another, because, like Ulysses, whose feats of legend he would emulate within the less fantastic limits of the real world, he was as clever as he was virtuous, as cunning as he was bold. The story of Nelson Mandela in the years after his liberation is of triumph hard won. It tells how he conquered the serious press, domestic and foreign; how he conquered his own personal demons and his doubting, vengeful black followers; how he conquered the apartheid government and the warlike far right; how he conquered the people who worked alongside him after he became president and, finally, how, in one memorable action, he bonded his black and white compatriots to a degree otherwise unimaginable during the three-and-a-half centuries that followed the arrival of the first white settlers on the southern tip of Africa.
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GREAT EXPECTATIONS


Mandela walking out of prison on Sunday, February 11, 1990, with his fist in the air is one of the twentieth century’s most memorable images. We remember it as an occasion charged with political meaning, for it marked the beginning of the end of one of the world’s most abominated tyrannies. What people may forget now is that it also satisfied, at the time, a tremendous curiosity. Mandela had been the world’s most famous prisoner for a decade, but the world had no idea what he looked like, much less what sort of a person he might be. Photographers had been camped outside his prison near Cape Town for months prior to his release, unsure whether the government might spirit him out one day without warning. But the photographers had a problem: should he suddenly be released they had no idea how they would recognize him. One of them asked a white prison guard for guidance. The guard replied, “Don’t worry. When you see him you’ll know exactly who he is. There’s no one like him.”


The guard was right. Lean, tall, and radiant in a tailored gray suit and elegant blue tie, Mandela emerged from prison into the bright afternoon sunlight looking every inch a king.


Yet all was not what it seemed on that historic day. While black South Africa and most of the world celebrated, there was much anxious brooding behind the scenes. Those in the apartheid government who had set him free and those from his own side, in the African National Congress, both feared, in very different ways, that in Mandela they might have unleashed a force neither would be able to control. The perception among the political classes now was that Mandela’s release would ease in a new era of negotiations which would abolish apartheid and establish a new democratic order. No one was in any doubt that the process would be, in the best of circumstances, arduous and delicate. At the upper levels of both the government and the ANC, there was a concern that Mandela might destabilize the whole enterprise before it even began.


My own worry at the time, widely shared I believe, was whether Mandela the man would live up to Mandela the myth. Or would he turn out to be a terrible letdown? By the end of his first day as a free man, I was not so sure what the answer was. Seeing him had been one thing; hearing him talk several hours later was another. His first speech as a free man was a dull disappointment, as was much of the rest of what followed the first glimpse of his release from prison.


Of the hundreds of millions of people watching that moment live on television, the great majority probably chose to savor that glimpse. The Free Nelson Mandela campaign had grown into a worldwide clamor over the previous decade—it was practically the only political cause on which the planet was not divided during the Cold War. When the global audience saw him step out a free man, one may suppose that those present would have responded as the script required: applauding, smiling, shedding tears, and raising glasses in Mandela’s name. Given the day’s historical significance, they would have been right to do so.
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“This eloquent, affectionate tribute stresses Mandela’s humanity,
and in so doing makes him seem all the greater.”






