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Introduction

“The struggle is my life. I will continue fighting for freedom until the end of my days.”


Nelson Mandela was one of the greatest and most influential figures of the 20th century. He led the fight against apartheid (racial separation) in South Africa to become that country’s first black president in its first-ever multiracial election.


Nelson Mandela dedicated his life to achieving freedom for his people. His vision was of a democratic South Africa where everyone would have equal rights. Despite many setbacks, Mandela never faltered in his fight to achieve that goal. He spent 27 long years in prison for his beliefs, yet when he was finally released he astounded the world by his lack of bitterness and his wish to forgive and be reconciled.


Mandela was a man of enormous moral integrity. In court and in prison, his dignity and refusal to compromise his principles won him respect not only from others in the liberation movement but also from his harshest opponents. From ordinary Africans through to Afrikaner prison warders and heads of state, Mandela made friends wherever he went.


In 1993 Nelson Mandela was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of his long struggle to end apartheid in South Africa. This was a fitting tribute to a remarkable man – one who is remembered throughout the world today for his dignity, courage and tolerance.





Early years

Nelson Mandela was born on 18 July 1918 in a tiny village called Mvezo. Mvezo is located in the district of Umtata, in the Transkei region of South Africa.


Mandela’s father, Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa, named his son Rolihlahla, which literally means ‘pulling the branch of a tree’. It can also mean ‘troublemaker’. Mandela’s family were Xhosa people. They were members of the Madiba clan, named after an 18th-century Thembu tribal chief. Mandela’s great-grandfather had been a Thembu king called Ngubengcuka. Although Rolihlahla was not a direct descendant, he was nevertheless connected to the royal family. His father was an important and highly respected man in the village, and principal adviser to the acting Thembu chief. Gadla had four wives and 13 children. His third wife, Nosekeni Nkedama, was Rolihlahla’s mother.
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Although an important man in his own right, Mandela’s father was subject to the authority of British administrators who had governed the region since 1885. When Mandela was very young, his father quarrelled with a white magistrate and was dismissed from his post, losing both his wealth and his wages. Mandela and his mother had to leave Mvezo to live with relatives in Qunu, a small village about 32 km (20 miles) away.


Qunu

Mandela spent his early childhood in Qunu, surrounded by an extended family of aunts, uncles and cousins. The village lay in a small valley and consisted of a settlement of round huts with conical roofs. He and his mother lived in one of the huts. They slept on the floor and cooked over an open fire. Rolihlahla had a traditional and happy country childhood and throughout his life never lost his love for the area.


The region was dependent on cattle and by the age of five Rolihlahla was a herd boy, looking after the animals as well as playing games such as stick-fighting with the other children. His upbringing was strict. His father, who visited regularly, demanded absolute obedience: traditional customs dictated his activities.



When Rolihlahla was about seven, he was baptised into the Christian faith. He was a clever child and his father sent him to a local mission-run school, one of many that had been set up by British missionaries to ‘civilise’ Africans and convert them to Christianity. He was the first in his family to go to school. Until then he had always worn a traditional blanket, wrapped around one shoulder and tied at the waist, but for school his father gave him a pair of his own trousers, cut down to fit. The schoolchildren were not allowed to keep their African names; on his first day, Rolihlahla’s teacher gave him the first name ‘Nelson’.


Royal guardian

Two years later Nelson’s father died of lung disease and Nelson’s life changed dramatically. His mother could not afford to continue his education. However, because of her son’s ties with the Thembu royal family, Nelson went to live with a wealthy and powerful relative, Chief Jongintaba Dalinyebo, who was acting chief of the Thembu people. Jongintaba became Nelson’s guardian and welcomed him into the royal household. He brought up Nelson on equal terms with his own son, Justice.


Life was exciting in the royal residence in Mqhekezweni, which was the capital of Thembuland. Although whites ruled South Africa, Jongintaba still had an influential role in the administration of the region, particularly in tribal matters.


Huge meetings were held regularly at the royal palace. People came from all over Thembuland, bringing disputes over cattle and other matters in front of the chief. Mandela was fascinated by the way Jongintaba and his councillors listened to everyone’s opinion before making a decision. This method of resolving conflicts was to influence Mandela’s own leadership style later in his life.


Nelson also began to develop a greater awareness of African history and his own culture. Within the royal household, he heard elders tell stories of Africa before the Europeans arrived and of Xhosa resistance to European domination. These stories fired his imagination. He also heard tales of the infamous Robben Island prison and learned about the exploits of many Xhosa and Zulu heroes.


When Nelson was 16 he was circumcised in a traditional ritual that marked his transition from child to adult. During the celebrations afterwards, one of the chiefs spoke forcefully about how the Europeans had destroyed Xhosa culture. Nelson was indignant – he had met very few white people and had always considered them to be benefactors. In later life, Mandela believed something was stirred in him that day. This feeling was to flourish and to influence his political future.


Education

Another powerful influence on the young Nelson Mandela was the Christian church. He attended Sunday school and went to a local missionary primary school, where he studied English, Xhosa, history and geography. A serious, respectful boy, he did well at school, gaining the nickname ‘Tatomkhulu’, which means ‘Grandpa’. Mandela’s career had already been decided. His guardian intended that he should continue his education, advancing through the missionary school system until he was ready to become an adviser to the Thembu rulers, thus following in his father’s footsteps.


Following primary school, Mandela was sent to Clarkebury, a missionary boarding school about 96 km (60 miles) away, which Jongintaba’s son Justice attended. Wearing his first-ever pair of boots, he was driven there by Jongintaba himself.


Clarkebury was the most advanced educational establishment in Thembuland. It had been founded in 1875 and was a secondary school as well as a teacher training college. From there, at the age of 19, Mandela went to Healdtown, a Methodist boarding school. The school was staffed almost entirely by British teachers and had a harsh routine, based on the model of an English boarding school.


Mandela adapted well to his new school. He took up long-distance running and boxing, became a prefect and went on to university. Later, he said: “The education I received was a British education, in which British ideas, British culture and British institutions were assumed to be superior. There was no such thing as African culture. Whites were unable or unwilling to pronounce an African name and considered it uncivilised.”


	
Growing up on the veld


Originally, the Xhosa (the name refers to both the people and their language) lived in the foothills of the Drakensburg Mountains. They moved to the eastern Cape in the mid-1500s and formed clans or family groups, including the Madiba.


Talking of his childhood in Qunu, Mandela said: “It was in the fields that I learned how to knock birds out of the sky with a slingshot, to gather wild honey and fruits and edible roots, to drink warm, sweet milk straight from the udders of a cow, to swim in the clear, cold streams, and to catch fish with twine and sharpened bits of wire. From these days I date my love of the veld, of open spaces, the simple beauties of nature.”





Student politics

In 1939, aged 21 and dressed in his first suit, bought by Jongintaba, Mandela enrolled as a student at the University College of Fort Hare to study for a Bachelor of Arts (BA). Fort Hare was an educational institute that accepted high-achieving black Africans. Mandela, fresh from the country, found it sophisticated and rather overwhelming. His cousin, Kaizer Metanzima, was already a student there. Another student – with whom he would form a life-long friendship – was Oliver Tambo.


Mandela studied English, anthropology, politics and native administration, and also became involved in student politics. He was elected onto the Students’ Representative Committee, but later resigned as part of a protest against poor diet and inadequate student representation. Despite being threatened with expulsion – something he knew would anger his guardian – Mandela stuck to his principles and a compromise was reached. The principal suspended him for the summer and stated that if Mandela reversed his position, he would be allowed to return to Fort Hare and continue his studies.


In the event, Mandela never returned to Fort Hare. During the summer holidays he learned that his guardian, according to tradition, had arranged marriages for him and for Justice. Both young men were unhappy about the arrangements and decided to run away to Johannesburg.



A university for all


Set up in 1916 by enlightened white liberals and elite Africans, Fort Hare is one of Africa’s oldest universities. It was a starting point for many who would go on to become leaders of the liberation movement, including not only Mandela but also Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki and Desmond Tutu.








Johannesburg

Mandela arrived in Johannesburg in 1940. It was the largest city in South Africa. Mandela, who had never been to a city before, found the cars, bustling streets and huge buildings immensely exciting.


Mandela and Justice went to the Crown mines in search of work. The power of his father’s name instantly landed Justice a job. He also obtained a job as night watchman for Mandela. However, Chief Jongintaba soon learned what they had done and demanded their return and as a result, both young men lost their new jobs.


Unemployed and with no money, Mandela found lodgings with a cousin, Garlick Mbekeni. Mandela had now decided to complete his degree by correspondence and train as a lawyer.


It might have been an impossible ambition, but fortunately he met Walter Sisulu, who was to become a lifelong friend and comrade in the struggle against apartheid. Sisulu was six years older than Mandela and also came from the Transkei. He ran an estate agency for Africans and was an important community leader.


Sisulu was impressed by Mandela’s seriousness and royal connections and introduced him to Lazar Sidelsky, a Jewish white lawyer and an enlightened man. It was rare for an African to work for a white law firm but Sidelsky offered to take Mandela on as a clerk while he finished his BA, and then to article, or apprentice, him. Sidelsky even waived the premium (cost of training).


Living in Alexandra

Mandela started work at the age of 23 with Witkin, Sidelsky and Eidelman, one of the largest law firms in the city. The firm handled case work for blacks as well as whites. He rented a room in Alexandra, which was known locally as ‘Dark City’ because there was no electricity. It was overcrowded and the streets were unpaved and dirty. Gangsters known as tsotsis roamed the township and shebeens (illegal drinking dens) were common. Nevertheless, Mandela found living in Alexandra exhilarating.


During the day, Mandela worked at the law firm as a clerk and messenger, filing documents and delivering papers around Johannesburg. He earned a weekly salary of £2, barely enough for basic needs. At night, he studied by candlelight to complete his BA. He often went hungry and walked the 9 km (6 miles) to and from work to save money. Sidelsky even gave Mandela an old suit, which he stitched, patched and wore almost every day for five years.


Every Sunday his landlord provided Mandela with lunch, which was his only hot meal of the week. During his time in Alexandra, Mandela also learned the realities of poverty and experienced racism first-hand.


Friends and political allies

Mandela was making friends and being slowly drawn into politics, despite warnings from Sidelsky. At the office he became friendly with Gaur Radebe, the only other African employee and a communist, who had helped to launch the African Mineworkers’ Union in 1941. Mandela’s first white friend was Nat Bregman, another articled clerk in the firm and also a communist. Bregman invited Mandela to parties, where he found himself mixing with Africans, whites, Coloureds and Indians, most of whom were communists. Mandela was becoming increasingly aware of the racial oppression in his country, but for him communism did not seem to provide an answer.


Witwatersrand University

In 1942, Mandela passed the final exam of his BA. The following year, he enrolled as a part-time law student at the University of Witwatersrand, one of only four English-speaking universities that allowed high-achieving blacks to attend specialist courses. Mandela was the only black student in the law faculty.
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