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Above: Nobel Peace Prize winner, 1993
Nelson Mandela received the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of his work laying the foundations for a new democratic South Africa.
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Above: Robben Island, 1994
Prisoner 46664 returns to the cell where he was held for 18 years.
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Above: Johannesburg, February 2000
Nelson Mandela at his home in Johannesburg welcomes Peter Hain as Britain’s Africa minister.


Author’s preface


A great deal has been written about Nelson Mandela’s life, including several excellent, though learned and lengthy, books that I have drawn upon.


What’s been missing, though, is a short, popular and accessible book that tells Mandela’s entire and remarkable story. That is what I have aimed to do with this book. I was not an impartial observer in his life but rather an active participant: initially as an anti-apartheid activist and then as a British politician and friend.


I am especially grateful to my father, Walter Hain, for his help with research, and to my mother Adelaine Hain—both have always been an inspiration to me, to their large family and to many others—for their courage in the anti-apartheid struggle and their fundamental and selfless decency. Much thanks also to Elizabeth Haywood, my wife, who gave me great support in the writing and commented invaluably on the draft. Ljiljana Baird and Camilla Davis gave great support as Editors.


The five organizations Nelson Mandela founded to promote his legacy into the future are:




	
Nelson Mandela Foundation www.nelsonmandela.org



	
Mandela Rhodes Foundation www.mandelarhodes.org



	
Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund www.nmcf.co.za



	
Nelson Mandela Institute for Education and Rural Development www.mandelainstitute.org



	
46664 (HIV and AIDS awareness campaign) www.46664.com






Part of the royalties for this book will go to the Nelson Mandela Foundation.


Peter Hain, Ynysygerwn, Neath, September 2010


Tribute from Desmond Tutu


“In 1948 the Nationalist Party won the South African general election. Voting excluded 80 per cent of the population, and this continued to be so until 1994. They won on a blatant racist card—they promised to keep ‘the Natives’, meaning black persons, in their place. And they meant it.”


They did not fool around with meaningless subtleties about separate but equal; they were unambiguous—separate and unequal; they would spend on one White child for education per annum seven times what they spent on one Black child. Everything was segregated. They were crude and proud of it, and they saw nothing wrong with public signs that read: “Natives and dogs not allowed.” With each succeeding election their parliamentary majorities grew.


The Nationalist Party trampled our dignity callously underfoot and nearly knocked the stuffing out of us. Anyone who stood up to this relentless juggernaut—who dared to thumb his nose at the apartheid authorities—quickly became a hero. Such was Nelson Mandela. He would address meetings, defiantly condemning the apartheid regime to his fellow Blacks, and he soon became a huge pain in the neck for the authorities for his persistent demand for justice, equality and freedom for the oppressed.
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Above: Pretoria, October 1998
As chairman of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the irrepressible Archbishop Desmond Tutu hands over his revelatory report on apartheid atrocities to Nelson Mandela.


Mandela’s organization, the African National Congress (ANC), arranged the Passive Resistance Campaign in 1950 with Mandela as chief volunteer. His exploits endeared him to his fellow Blacks, as they annoyed the apartheid rulers—he frequently gave the authorities the slip when they set up road blocks to ensnare him, and he even managed to travel overseas, visiting countries that supported our anti-apartheid struggle. This delighted his people no end, and he came to be known as “The Black Pimpernel”. There was much rejoicing when he and his fellow accused were acquitted in the so-called treason trial.


After the Sharpeville massacre of 1960, when most of our political organizations were banned, Mandela became the commander in chief of Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation), the ANC’s armed wing, demonstrating his courage and willingness to die for our liberation. This enhanced his growing reputation, so when, at the end of the Rivonia trial he and his co-accused were found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment on Robben Island, we sank into gloom.


His stature, however, grew immensely as a result of his statement from the dock, when he said he had lived and worked for the ideals of freedom and justice and equality for all and that he was prepared to die for them. It continued to grow aided and abetted by the outstanding leadership and courage of his beautiful wife Winnie, who became a surrogate for her incarcerated spouse. The ANC played their cards well in promoting him as a symbol of our struggle through the international Release Mandela Campaign.


While in prison Mandela grew in moral stature. The 27 years were a crucible that helped to remove the dross, turning a young angry activist into the magnanimous icon who amazed the world with his generosity of spirit, free from bitterness; he inspired his people to walk the path of forgiveness and reconciliation rather than that of revenge and retribution. To his presidential inauguration he invited his former white jailer to attend as a VIP; he hosted a lunch for Dr. Percy Yutar, the prosecutor in the Rivonia trial who had wanted the accused to be sentenced to death; and he flew to have tea with the widow of Dr. Verwoerd, the high priest of apartheid.


It was gestures such as these that turned the former terrorist into a president much loved by all. In 1995, Mandela had the Afrikaners eating out of his hand when he donned the Springbok jersey with captain Francois Pienaar’s number six on his back: the Springbok was an emblem much hated, especially by Blacks, as it symbolized their exclusion from representative sport.


And thus Mandela became the icon, the moral giant so revered by the world, because he had demonstrated that former enemies could become friends.


Archbishop Desmond Tutu


International icon


It was a beautiful, clear, autumn day as Nelson Mandela paused and looked up. Stretched out in front of him was Pretoria, the old capital of the system of racial tyranny in South Africa known as “apartheid” (meaning “separateness”). Below, the vast non-racial crowd hushed, waiting expectantly. Many could hardly credit they were actually witnessing his installation as the new president of South Africa.


Was this for real? Was the man who had been locked up for 10,000 days in the prime of his life, most of it on Robben Island off Cape Town’s coast, and the longtime hated “terrorist” of White folklore now about to assume the highest office in the land as a revered figure after a magnificent election victory? Would they wake up and find it was all a dream?


Hours before, tens of thousands of Blacks had poured onto the carefully manicured green lawns stretching below the Union Buildings, the fine old colonial seat of government. They had done so with some trepidation. Not simply because they feared Mandela’s induction might be snatched away at the last moment. Not simply because they were still in a state of suspended disbelief at the democratic transformation of the country. But because in the old days, Blacks—except for nannies in charge of White children—were not even allowed to step onto the grass they now carpeted so joyously: like many of the country’s fine parks it had always been reserved for Whites. (I remember playing there as a boy in the 1960s.)


The symbols of change were everywhere. On top of one of the much-feared Casspirs—the military vehicles that had terrorized the Black townships ringing White suburbs—stood the new national flag, which fluttered languidly in the sunshine. Overhead a flock of jets—some in past years used in combat against Mandela’s ANC—screamed over to salute the new president. Alongside the crowd, police officers and soldiers relaxed when only a few years before they would have harassed and intimidated.


No, the people didn’t have to pinch themselves; nor did the hundreds of millions across the world who watched live coverage on television. It was no mirage. Today was May 10, 1994. The ANC had been elected by a landslide, and Nelson Mandela was about to take the oath of office. For the first time in modern history, a highly privileged elite—perhaps the most privileged of all in modern times—had given up power voluntarily. This was not after a violent putsch but, even if reluctantly, in a relatively peaceful and democratic way. The people were correct: it was indeed a miracle.


This is a story of that miracle, or more especially of the international icon who weaved his magic to help make it possible. Millions worldwide took part in the long and bitter, but ultimately victorious, anti-apartheid struggle. Most were foot soldiers in the rise and fall of apartheid, including my family. Some played an absolutely decisive role; many a significant one. Nelson Mandela was the leader: in the resistance, in prison, after his release in February 1990 and, finally, when in power.
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But, where did apartheid come from? How could a minority suppress the vast majority of South Africans simply because their skin color wasn’t White?


For Mandela’s people were and are the indigenous Black people of the southern tip of Africa that came to be known as South Africa. It was their homeland. They farmed the countryside, they fished in the rivers, they moved their livestock over the mountains onto the plains and down through the valleys.


The story of how that world was thrown upside down, how the people who used to be its masters became its slaves, goes back four centuries to when the first permanent White settlers from Europe, seeking a new life, landed at the Cape of Good Hope and found a land populated by Nelson Mandela’s ancestors.


In 1652, the Dutch East India Company established the first settlement there, on the south-western tip of Africa, to supply fresh food to the ships sailing to the Indies and back. Further bands of Whites followed: Huguenot refugees from France in 1688 and later German immigrants. The Afrikaner people (who nearly three centuries later became the architects of apartheid) derived mainly from these three White ethnic groups.


In the western Cape was the land of the indigenous nomadic herdsmen, the Khoikhoi (or Hottentots), which was progressively expropriated by the settlers. Eventually they, together with Malay slaves from the Dutch East Indies and the offspring of mixed-race marriages, became the Cape Colored people (or “Coloreds”).


The other indigenous inhabitants, the San hunter-gatherers (Bushmen), were virtually eliminated by being hunted down and killed by Whites. Additionally, from 1860 Indian indentured labor was imported by White entrepreneurs to work the sugar cane plantations in Natal, and they formed another significant racial group.


After Britain annexed the Cape in 1806, British settlement grew. In 1820, some five thousand immigrants, including my mother’s ancestors, were settled along the “White” side of the Fish river, about 500 miles (800 km.) east of the Cape, as a bulwark against the Black tribes (including Mandela’s) that occupied most of the remaining area of the country.


By the 1830s, many Afrikaners (Boers) had become dissatisfied with British rule in the Cape. A major reason was the abolition of slavery, which for generations had provided the economic basis for Boer agriculture, together with the low compensation to slave owners paid by the British. So, in what became known as the “Great Trek”, they moved north-eastward into Black territory, using the advantage conferred by their guns and horses to subdue any Black tribes that resisted them, and eventually established their own independent Boer states. Ultimately almost the whole of the land of what is now known as South Africa had been expropriated and was under White dominance.


The home of the Zulu people, Natal, on the east coast and north of the lands inhabited by Mandela’s Xhosa-speaking people, came under British rule in 1845, and most Boers living there then moved north into two Boer states: the Orange Free State in the middle and Transvaal to the north. Later, however, when the British attempted to interfere with the running of the two states, the First “Boer War” broke out. Britain was defeated and made peace in 1881.


Meanwhile, in 1871, diamonds had been discovered in the Cape near the border with the Orange Free State, and they attracted a large influx of workers including Blacks. This was followed in 1886 by the discovery of vast gold reserves in the Transvaal. Huge numbers of Black workers from the many Black tribal lands, as well as White immigrants from Europe, were drawn into these two Boer republics.


So, by the beginning of the Second “Boer War”, in 1899, South Africa consisted of two British colonies—the Cape and Natal—plus the independent Boer (Afrikaner) republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. This Second “Boer War” resulted from Britain’s wish to gain control of the northern gold mines (under the pretext of obtaining the vote for the foreigners who had flocked in to work them). It was a bloody conflict, finally ending with the defeat of the Boers in 1902; during it were established the first concentration camps. The British moved Boer families off the farms that provided bases for the marauding Boer guerrillas, crowding them into camps where sanitary conditions were primitive and disease was rife. Some 26,000 Afrikaner women and children died, leaving an understandably deep scar on the Afrikaner psyche that still endures.


However, despite Britain’s victory, Afrikaner nationalism would not be extinguished. The treaty that ended the war led to negotiations, and the eventual granting of South Africa’s independence in 1910. Under the Act of Union, political equality was given to all Whites, but restrictions on the rights of Blacks, Indians and Coloreds continued. So the conquest of the country ended with Whites occupying 88 per cent of the land they had chosen to farm and settle (and which just happened to contain all the country’s known natural resources). The main Black tribes, such as Mandela’s Thembu (part of the Xhosa-speaking people), were shouldered aside into scattered and poor pockets of land away from the “White” areas and called “Native Reserves”.


The 1913 Natives Land Act, a cornerstone of South Africa’s racist legislation, prevented Blacks from acquiring land in “White” areas—all but 13 per cent of the country. The Act also enabled the eviction of “surplus natives” who had lived on “White” farms before their acquisition by the White owner. As a result, thousands of Black families were driven off farms to wander homeless and starving. Blacks also lived in squalid townships called “locations” outside the urban areas. The main body of Indian people was in Natal, and most Coloreds were in the western Cape; all of them lived in deprived conditions, albeit better than Blacks.
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Out of this history of gradual White domination of a traditional Black African land developed apartheid with all its misery, oppression and injustice. Rejecting tribal divisions and demanding equal rights and justice for all “Africans” (Blacks, the indigenous people), Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress was established in 1912. The first gathering opened with a hymn Nkosi Sikelel iAfrika (God bless Africa), which became the ANC’s national anthem; its flag, adopted in 1925, was black for the people, green for the land and gold for the resources.


Mandela’s story is an extraordinary one and an inspiration for humanity: from barefoot herd boy to world leader; from freedom fighter to revered statesman; from prisoner to president.
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Above: Xhosa village, 1962
View overlooking a village from the hills of the Transkei.


“The Transkei…is a beautiful country of rolling hills, fertile valleys and a thousand rivers and streams…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 udder of a cow; to swim in the clear, cold streams and to catch fish…From these days I date my love of the veld, of open spaces, the simple beauties of nature, the clean line of the horizon.”


Born Rolihlahla (“trouble maker”) Mandela on July 18, 1918, Mandela was a Thembu, one of the groups of the Xhosa-speaking people in the Transkei “Native Reserves”, some 500 miles (800 km.) east of Cape Town and 600 miles (965 km.) south of Johannesburg.


It was a country of rolling hills, green grass, rondavels (round thatched huts) and herd boys driving cattle and sheep to graze. But by then it was overpopulated with eroded soil that could only sustain scattered groups of scrawny livestock and sporadic crops of maize, so most young men were obliged to leave and work in the White towns outside the reserves.


Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa (Henry), his father, was a hereditary chief in the Madiba clan of the Thembu. Mandela’s mother, Nosekeni Fanny, was the third of Henry’s four wives in the ancestral kraal (group of huts), with its own fields, livestock and vegetables in the village of Mvezo. Each wife had her own kraal some distance from the others, and Henry would rotate his time between them.


In 1919, Mandela’s father was removed from his chieftainship by a White magistrate for not showing sufficient respect, and the family moved away to the nearby village of Qunu. There the children’s lives revolved around the three round huts of their mother’s kraal—one for sleeping, one for cooking and one for storing food. There were no beds or tables, only mats. Boys like Mandela spent the day herding cattle in the veld (fields); girls and mothers fetched water, tilled land and prepared food, with the main meal shared in the evening. Mandela thrived among the extended family of stepmothers, half-brothers and half-sisters.


His mother converted to Methodism and, aged seven, he was sent to the local mission school, where his teacher gave him a new first name of Nelson. He became known simply as Nelson Mandela, and, to his close friends, as Madiba (the name of his tribal clan). He was the only one in his family to go to school.


Tragedy struck when he was a child: his father died, having entrusted Mandela to the care of his cousin and friend Jongintaba, regent of the Thembu people. In 1927, Mandela was taken to live with the regent at the “Great Place” of Mqhekezweni. Also as the head of the Madiba clan, Jongintaba presided over the Thembus as acting king and paramount chief.


The Great Place was accessible only over a rough dirt road and was a settlement of two plain houses facing a group of rondavels, a garden between, a school building and some huts beyond. But tribesmen from all over Thembuland came miles on foot or horseback to consult the regent, who became Mandela’s father-figure. His son Justice, four years Mandela’s elder, was to be the young Nelson’s role model for the next decade.


He was brought up there within the African concept of human brotherhood, or ubuntu, which described a quality of mutual responsibility and compassion. Africans defined this as a contrast to the individualism and restlessness of the Whites. One of the old chiefs who Mandela visited said that the unity and peace of the Xhosa people had been broken by the coming of the White man, who had divided them, dispossessed them and undermined their ubuntu, which Mandela regarded as part of the general philosophy of serving one’s fellow men and women.


The history of his people was very much alive when Mandela was a child, and old men could remember the time when the Xhosa-speaking groups were still undefeated, and they retained their distinctive culture and language. But, over the course of a hundred years in the 18th and 19th centuries and nine Xhosa wars, the British had gradually deprived the Xhosas of their independence and lands. Successive leaders were banished to Robben Island and, after the Union of South Africa came into being in 1910, all the Xhosas, and other groups, faced increasing control by White magistrates.


When Mandela was 16, in 1934, the regent decided it was time for him “to become a man”, only achieved in the Xhosa tradition by circumcision. Males not circumcised could not inherit their father’s wealth, marry or officiate at tribal rituals. He went with 25 other Thembu boys, led by his friend Justice, to the traditional place for circumcision of future Thembu kings, which was two grass huts in a remote valley near the Mbashe river.


At dawn they were escorted to the river to bathe, Mandela painfully remembering the whole episode: “Circumcision is a trial of bravery and stoicism; a man must suffer in silence. I felt as if fire was shooting through my veins; the pain was so intense that I buried my chin in my chest.” The recently circumcised boys lived in the two huts as their wounds healed, and women were prevented from seeing them.


At a ceremony afterwards, Mandela heard the main speaker, Chief Meligqili, denounce their predicament as a people: “…We Xhosas, and all Black South Africans, are a conquered people. We are slaves in our own country. We are tenants on our own soil. We have no strength, no power, no control over our own destiny in the land of our birth… The abilities, the promise of these young men will be squandered in their attempt to eke out a living doing the simplest, most mindless chores for the White man.”
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Above: Xhosa, December 2000
An African boy undergoes circumcision, the excruciating removal of the foreskin from the penis.


“It was a sacred time; I felt happy and fulfilled taking part in my people’s customs and ready to make the transition from boyhood to manhood. It was a period of quietude, a kind of spiritual preparation for the trials of manhood that lay ahead…”


This powerful call for freedom and independence made an impact on the teenager: “…Without exactly understanding why, the chief’s words began to work on me. He had sown a seed, and though I let that seed lie dormant for a long season, it eventually began to grow.”


Mandela was still very much rooted in his Thembu group, proud that he was different to non-Thembu class mates he encountered when he was then sent to the remote rural Methodist boarding school of Clarkebury, where the regent and Justice had been educated. By then it was the biggest educational centre in Thembuland, a co-educational boarding school with sports fields and tennis courts, and he was introduced to a whole new world. But he was surprised not to be treated with the deference to which he had been accustomed in his home villages: “I quickly realized that I had to make my way on the basis of my ability, not my heritage.” When Mandela shook the principal’s hand, it was the first White one he’d ever shaken. He passed his Junior Certificate in two years and then, aged 19, was sent in 1937 to Healdtown, a bigger Methodist institution, which was almost as remote to reach as Clarkebury and was also co-educational.


Mandela was never a true religious believer but was influenced by the school’s strict discipline, mental training and avoidance of thrills and distractions. The White teachers kept aloof from the Black teachers and ate separately, and boys and girls were widely separated outside classrooms but attended mixed dinners every Sunday, wearing their best clothes. Attending a boarding school also introduced Mandela to pajamas, flush toilets and showers for the first time.


But, although his awareness of the harsh predicament of his Xhosa people had been roused by the speeches of Thembu chiefs at tribal gatherings, he first heard of the ANC only at Healdtown and was not interested in politics. His main interest outside his studies was sport: he took up boxing, football and especially enjoyed the discipline and solitude of long-distance running—which would stand him in good stead decades later.


Mandela graduated from Healdtown in 1938 and a year later, prompted by his regent, went to the South African Native College of Fort Hare, a few miles away, which was the only Black university in South Africa. With just 150 students, it had been set up in 1916 by Scottish missionaries, and it attracted students from all over Africa. He found a few Indians and Coloreds, but mainly the intellectual elite of Black South Africans, and only a handful of women students, often cleverer than the men—something that surprised Mandela whose traditional upbringing had been about the alleged superiority of men.


Mandela, however, was never at the heart of the Fort Hare intellectuals, who included many of his friends and relations. The student body brought together both royal and mission families, and when he arrived as a fresher of 21 he was daunted by the sophistication and confidence of his seniors. The regent had bought him his first suit: “Double breasted and gray, the suit made me feel grown up and sophisticated,” he remembered. However, the regent gave him no pocket money, and he had something to spend only because a relative shared a parental allowance.


Although never arrogant, Mandela was treated as a young prince, with a special status even in Fort Hare’s intellectual atmosphere, which inspired both respect and resentment. Some of his friends were already active in politics, and he met Oliver Tambo (much later to be a fellow ANC leader) there. He saw Tambo and others as more able, and his immediate ambition was to be a court interpreter, with a degree and a position in the community that would enable him to support his family. There was no inkling here of the dominant political leader Mandela would later become.


But he had a rebellious streak: in his second year, he was elected to lead student protests against the spartan and terrible meals they were served. Here there were signs of the stubbornness, uncompromising strength of principle and resilience he would later display. When five of the students elected with him to lead the protests backed down, Mandela alone held out, feeling that was his moral duty as an elected representative; he was also upset about what he saw as divide and rule “trickery” by the university principal. The principal tried to dissuade him, stating that otherwise he would be expelled and urging him to sleep on it.


Mandela spent a restless night: “Was I sabotaging my academic career over an abstract moral principle that mattered very little? I had taken a stand, and I did not want to appear a fraud in the eyes of my fellow students. At the same time, I did not want to throw away my career at Fort Hare. I knew it was foolhardy, but when I needed to compromise, something inside would not let me.”


He refused to back down and was expelled, returning to the Great Place, where he was met by a furious regent and instructed to apologize and go back to Fort Hare, which he refused to do, instead resuming his old life at home. But, a few weeks later came another shock turn in his life. He and Justice were summoned to see the regent, who informed them gravely: “I fear that I am not much longer for this world, and before I journey to the land of my ancestors, it is my duty to see my two sons properly married. I have accordingly arranged unions for you both.”


Despite being aware that the regent was acting in strict accordance with Thembu law and custom, they both felt helpless at this devastating news, hardly reassured that the girls were from “good families”. Mandela’s bride-to-be was the daughter of a Thembu priest.


The marriages were to take place right away. It was 1941 and a decisive moment. He and Justice resolved that their only alternative was flee to distant Johannesburg. With no money, they sold two of the regent’s prized oxen to a local trader and caught a train. Through various trials and tribulations—not least ingeniously overcoming tight restrictions on travel by Africans—they eventually approached the big city, late in the evening, dazzled by the glinting lights.


Mandela was 23, still unpolitical and relatively unsophisticated. “I was terribly excited to see the city I had heard about since I was a child, a city of dreams, a city of danger and of opportunity. I had reached the end of what seemed like a long journey, but it was actually the very beginning of a much longer and more trying journey that would test me in ways that I could not then have imagined.” He had been groomed—but not to become the sort of chief he had ever envisaged.
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Above: Transkei, April 1994
Queuing for freedom. People in Mandela’s childhood area in the Transkei waiting patiently to vote for the first time ever.
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Above: Johannesburg, 1947
Africans in European dress stand on a street corner, without jobs and hope.


When he arrived in Johannesburg, Mandela—as he later self-deprecatingly called himself—was a “country boy”, albeit educated way beyond almost all of his peers still herding livestock back at home. He found a bustling city, surrounded by gold mines. In this commercial hub of the country, Blacks were its engine but without rights and so badly exploited. Segregation was strict—Whites supervising Black miners toiling for poverty wages deep in the bowels of the earth. Hostels for the Black workers consisted of concrete bunks without mattresses, and just inches apart, stretching along bleak single-sex barracks. Women and children were hundreds of miles away at home, to be visited once or twice yearly on pilgrimages to tribal areas.


Mandela’s temporary stay with a cousin was to prove significant because it led to him being introduced to Walter Sisulu, a young businessman and influential local leader of the ANC, which he had joined in 1940. Sisulu, later to be ANC deputy president and a fellow prisoner on Robben Island, also came from the Transkei. He lacked Mandela’s group status but had tremendous inner confidence and was to become the most important political influence in Mandela’s life and a lifelong friend. Six years older than Mandela, Sisulu was part of a small Black estate agency in the city, was able to give Mandela a job, provide financial help to enable him to finish his BA degree by correspondence at Fort Hare, and then introduce him to a White legal firm to which he was articled.
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Above: Crown Mine, Johannesburg, 1935
Black gold miners toil with their shovels, doing back-breaking work to produce profits for White owners.


“Life was cheap; the gun and the knife ruled at night… Police raids were a regular feature. The police routinely arrested masses of people for pass violations, possession of liquor and failure to pay the poll tax. On almost every corner there were shebeens, illegal saloons where home-brewed beer was served. In that first year, I learnt more about poverty than I did in all my childhood days.”


Mandela found a room in Alexandra, a slum township six miles (9.5 km.) north-east of Johannesburg. Known as the “Dark City” because it had no electricity, Alexandra was a lawless place, yet it had a strong sense of community. Mandela boarded in a small house with six children crowded in but relatively comfortable given the appalling conditions in the township. Although he was allocated a tin-roofed shack added at the back of the house, with a dirt floor and no running water or heat, he said it occupied “a treasured place in my heart. It was the first place I had ever lived away from home.”


[image: Images]


Above: Location unknown, 1947
Township life for Blacks was dogged by overcrowding, famine and unemployment.


Dirt tracks passed for roads, with smelly pools of filthy water everywhere, a squall of polluted air from coal braziers hung over the place, and dirty, hungry children roamed around.


Mandela normally walked six miles (9.5 km.) to and then from work to save the bus fare, and often went for days with hardly any food and without changing his clothes. A suit given to him by his White boss at the law firm lasted five years and was worn daily. “In the end, there were more patches than suit.” Yet in that poverty-stricken life he made real friends, was given his only hot meal of the week on Sundays by his landlord, and started growing in confidence as he found he no longer needed the royal connections that had sustained him before. He also mixed daily with other groups in the hustle and bustle of Alexandra.


His whole world-view had changed radically, something he realized on returning home for the funeral of the regent in mid-1942. When Justice stayed behind to succeed as regent, Mandela felt guilty at abandoning his roots and family in Thembuland, but he felt his destiny lay in his new life, completing his studies. Proudly, he graduated at Fort Hare at the end of 1942.


Gaur Radebe, an influential Black clerk in his law firm, had taken Mandela under his wing, over time persuading him during their regular conversations that education was essential but insufficient as an engine for change. The only way forward for the oppressed Black majority, hemmed in everywhere by the system of racial division and discrimination that had been developing remorselessly for generations, was the African National Congress and the Communist Party, argued Radebe, who took Mandela along to ANC meetings.


August 1943 proved another turning point for Mandela, then aged 25. Ten thousand people marched in support of a bus boycott in Alexandra, demanding a halt to a steep rise in fares. “This campaign had a great effect on me. In a small way, I had departed from my role as an observer and become a participant. I found that to march with one’s people was exhilarating and inspiring. But I was also impressed by the boycott’s effectiveness: after nine days, during which the buses ran empty, the company reinstated the fare to four pence.”


Walter Sisulu lent Mandela money to buy a new suit for his graduation ceremony when he returned to Fort Hare early in 1943. There, colleagues and relatives from his youth tried to draw him back to the Transkei, but he resisted and continued his work in Johannesburg and in politics. Again with Sisulu’s help, Mandela enrolled to study for a law degree part-time at the University of the Witwatersrand. Known as “Wits”, it was a White university that admitted some non-White students. There Mandela met Whites (“Europeans”) in a completely different relationship from the customary White/Black master/servant one that was then the norm in South Africa. It was as novel an encounter for them as it was for him, the only Black student in the law faculty.
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