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INTRODUCTION


T


here can’t be many people who have  
never heard the name Nelson Mandela.  
His has become a household name, a  




name respected by everyone everywhere, from grandmothers to schoolchildren. Not so many people would recognise his other names, and he is a man who has been known by several names throughout his life.


When he was on the run, with the ANC a banned organisation and Nelson one of its leaders, an arrest warrant hanging over his head, the South African press dubbed the elusive Mr Mandela ‘The Black Pimpernel’.


It was an image that he, and others  
working with him, did everything they could  
to perpetuate in order to ensure that everyone  
inside and outside South Africa knew that the  
ANC was still, in those turbulent times in the  
early 1960s, pursuing their fight for freedom.  
But that manufactured image quickly became  
superfluous. Nelson’s own name came to mean  
far more than any romanticised nickname.



What, however, does Nelson Mandela’s  
real name actually mean? He was known by  
several names – Rolihlahla, the name given  
to him at birth; Nelson, the English name  
given to him when he first went to school;  
Dalibhunga, the name given to him when  
he went through his Xhosa tribal initiation  
ceremony; Madiba, the clan name used as  
a term of respect. To a certain degree the diff-  
erent names represent different periods in  




his life, and they certainly all have different meanings.


Rolihlahla translates into English as ‘shaking the tree branch’, which is a phrase taken to mean that anyone so named likes to cause a stir or is some kind of troublemaker. Nelson’s parents could not have known how prophetic their choice of birth name was but, while his father died when Nelson was still a young boy, his mother was there to see Nelson live up to the name Rolihlahla.


Nelson was the name chosen for him  
by his schoolteacher, a traditional practice  
when African children first went to school.  
The teacher probably picked it on a whim,  
naming him after the English hero Horatio  
Lord Nelson. The actual name ‘Nelson’ means  
‘son of Neil’ which you might not think at all  
significant to the life of the world’s most fam-  
ous freedom fighter, until you learn that the  
name Neil means ‘champion’. Then, perhaps,  
the name suddenly seems a little more fitting.  




Nelson’s Xhosa initiation, or circumcision name, Dalibhunga, was most definitely a deliberate choice. The ‘bhunga’ in Dalibhunga is the name for a tribal council in the Transkei region where Nelson was brought up and the whole name is taken to mean ‘convener’ or ‘founder’ of the council, a name that reflects the role as adviser to the tribal chief which was once seen as Nelson’s destiny. It was a role, after all, that his father had also fulfilled.
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ABOVE: Nelson and Graça Machel leave Divinity School
in Oxford following a Ceremony of Welcome, after which
he was awarded the Freedom of the City.


The name Mandela, of course, has assumed  
a special meaning for people around the  
world. They associate Mandela with freedom,  
justice and equality. Mandela has become a  
symbol for civil rights, an icon of peace and  
the personification of wisdom. Mandela has  
become almost a religious figure, promoted to  
the level of sainthood by millions who would  
happily see him beatified, although, by his own  
admission, he falls well short of qualification  
for any form of canonization. He often said that  
he believed he had led a ‘thoroughly immoral  
life’, although he was always loath ever to  
elaborate on any details about his immorality.  
So what was he talking about?



There have been many rumours and


allegations about him having had affairs dur-  
ing his first marriage, even hints at him having  
fathered an illegitimate child, but the towering  
events of his later life cast long and concealing  
shadows over such accusations. The public  
relations machine that created the accepted face  
of Nelson Mandela in order to keep the ANC  
cause and the fight for black emancipation  
in South Africa pricking the conscience of  
everyone who lived in freedom and comfort  
elsewhere in the world, was more than happy  
to leave his earlier life marooned in the past.  
Yet Nelson would never allow his failings to be  
swept completely under the carpet. ‘I am not a  
saint,’ he said, ‘unless you think of a saint as a  
sinner who just keeps on trying.’



Later controversies that flared up around claims of financial irregularities, foreign bank accounts and alleged tax avoidance still could not leave even the slightest scorch mark on
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Nelson’s shining armour. The overwhelming  
fact is that he devoted his entire life to serving his  
people, not to helping himself. Had he wanted  
to, he could have made a very comfortable  
living in South Africa and become a relatively  
wealthy man by pursuing his career as a lawyer.  
Instead, he chose to go to jail, not once, but a  
number of times, culminating in 27 years of  
incarceration. Even while in prison, he chose  
to continue to work on behalf of his people, on  
behalf of his country, putting even the meagre  
comforts he was permitted in jail at risk. His  
life, in fact, could have been snuffed out by the  



ABOVE: Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien
presented Nelson with an Honorary Canadian Citizenship
in Quebec in 2001.
RIGHT: Nelson with his daughter Zenani and
granddaughter Ndileka in Johannesburg in 2011.


authorities in any number of different ways any number of times over the years. It takes a special kind of man to live with that knowledge dogging every step he ever takes. He did not, however, regard the hardships he endured as unique or outstanding. When revisiting his Robben Island prison cell some years after his release, Nelson told reporters that, ‘There are
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INTRODUCTION


many of my comrades who have sacrificed far more than I did.’


To continue to serve the people of South  
Africa after he was released from prison, at  
an age when most men would long since have  
settled down to a quiet retirement, placing, as  
he put it when addressing his supporters on his  
release, ‘the remaining years of my life in your  
hands’, shows the extraordinary dedication that  
truly set Nelson apart from his contemporaries.  
There were others who suffered as he did, others  



who served prison terms alongside him, but there were none who could play all of the parts that he did – lawyer, campaigner, politician, strategist, military commander, negotiator, diplomat, president, statesman.


The name Nelson Mandela would come to mean all of those things to millions of people all over the world and his immense achievements warrant him a place in history as one of the most influential men of the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER ONE


Humble Beginnings
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


A


boy who grew up in poverty, living in a house with no running water, no furniture, no proper sanitation



and only mats to lie down on at night would not be judged to have had a privileged upbringing. That the boy had two sisters, three step-brothers and seven step-sisters, his father having had children with four separate partners, might also point to this being what is often referred to nowadays as a ‘dysfunctional family’. You would not expect such a boy to grow up to become president of his country, a statesman of international renown and winner of the
Nobel Peace Prize.


Nelson Mandela’s humble beginnings, however, should not be judged by modern standards in what is termed ‘the developed world’. His childhood in South Africa during the years between the


First and Second World Wars was, in fact, far more conducive to the development of a healthy, well-adjusted youngster than the formative years of the majority of children in more prosperous European or American cities. The young Nelson, then known by the name his father had given him, Rolihlahla (usually taken to mean ‘troublemaker’), was doted upon not by just by his biological mother, Nosekeni Fanny, but by three others.


PREVIOUS SPREAD: The rolling hills of the Transkei
region where Nelson spent his childhood.
LEFT: Villagers near Umtata, close to where Nelson was
born, outside their traditional mud-brick homes.


‘I had mothers who were very supportive and regarded me as their son. Not as their step-son as you would say in the culture amongst whites,’ he once said. ‘They were mothers in the proper sense of the word.’


The home where Rolihlahla lived in the village of Qunu, nestling in the low hills of the Transkei region of South Africa’s Eastern Cape Province, was a collection of round, mud-brick huts with grass roofs. In this rural community the boys tended to the livestock, mainly cattle, during the day while the girls and their mothers weeded the



fields, collected water from the stream, looked after the home and prepared the food, mainly maize, for the meal that the family ate together in the evening. Many of the men were missing from their homes for much of the year, working on distant farms or


labouring as miners, returning only to plough their fields perhaps only twice a year.


Mandela would later look back on this period of his childhood as the happiest time of his life. A shepherd and cowherd from the time he was five years old, he drank fresh milk straight from the cow, swam in pools and streams and wandered the hills, free as a bird. Like the other boys from his village, young Rolihlahla wore only a blanket slung over one shoulder and fastened around his waist. He learned ‘stick fighting’, brandishing a wooden staff just as it is used in various forms of martial arts around the world,
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


and joined in with his friends when they challenged boys from other villages to games that involved throwing sticks and defending targets. Memories of that innocent freedom and outdoors life are what drew Mandela back to the area on his release from Victor Verster prison in 1990. He built a modest house on a family plot near Qunu.


Mandela’s early years (he was born on 18  
July 1918) were not, however, filled with the  
perpetual carefree days of a long summer  
childhood. In fact, eeking out a living as  
farmers where the soil was poor and stony  
was a hard, challenging existence for the  
family. The Transkei had been designated as a  




ABOVE: Nelson’s family struggled to farm the poor soil
in the Transkei, the most fertile land being reserved for
white farmers.
RIGHT: Collecting fresh water was one of the many tasks
left to the women and girls of the village.


‘bantustan’ or black African homeland under the apartheid system – a place where black people were allowed to own and farm their own land. It was an area of scenic beauty, but it was not prime farming land. The finest agricultural land was retained by the whites.


Yet Mandela’s family were not the most impoverished in the area. They were tribal aristocrats, albeit that they had fallen on hard times. Rolihlahla’s father was Gadla Henry
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


Mphakanyiswa Mandela of the Thembu tribe, grandson of the Thembu King Ngubengcuka. Henry was the chief of Mvezo village (where Rolihlahla was born) on the banks of the Mbashe River until he resolutely defied a local white magistrate by refusing to respond to a summons in a dispute over livestock. The magistrate punished Henry by removing him as chief, whereupon Henry had to give up his home, his land and his cattle, moving his entire family from Mvezo to Qunu.


Although deprived of his position as a local  
chief, Henry retained his status within the  
Madiba clan, the ruling family of the Thembu  
tribe. He was an adviser to the Thembu King  




Dalindyebo and also to Dalindyebo’s son, Jongintaba, who became regent until Sabata (a younger son of Dalindyebo from a wife who perpetuated the royal birth line) was old enough to take the throne. The white overlords may have been able to depose Henry from his position as chief, but they could not erase his roots in the Thembu royal family, or destroy the respect that was afforded him by the local populace.


Despite his standing within the community,  
and his reputation as a great storyteller who  
held audiences spellbound as he related tales  
from the long history of the Xhosa nation (the  
Thembu had been part of the Xhosa nation  
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


since the sixteenth century), Henry could neither read nor write. Rolihlahla, then aged seven, was to be the first of Henry’s children to attend school. On a small hill just outside the village was a one-roomed, whitewashed schoolhouse with a mud floor and a tin roof that made raindrops sound like machinegun fire. It was traditional for children to be given an English name when they first started school and Rolihlahla’s teacher, Miss Mdingane, gave him the name Nelson.



Two years later, Nelson’s peaceful existence was to change immeasurably. His father, who divided his time between his wives and


LEFT: Young Xhosa women wearing traditional clothes
and jewellery.
BELOW: A Xhosa village nestling on the hillside.


generally lived in Rolihlahla’s mother’s hut for one week in four, arrived early and was clearly unwell. Within a few days, he was dead. Having been identified as a bright, promising student, Nelson was ‘adopted’ by Jongintaba. Nosekeni Fanny took her son on a long trek, walking from sunrise to sunset, until they reached Mqhekezweni – The Great Place – royal palace of Chief Jongintaba. There were two large rectangular buildings and seven mud-brick roundhouses of a size that Nelson had never before seen. All were beautifully whitewashed and surrounded by gardens, fields of maize and orchards with a herd of cattle and hundreds of sheep grazing on the hillside. To the eyes of anyone from a city in Europe, America, or anywhere else in
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


the developed world in 1927, The Great Place would have looked like nothing more than a basic, rural, African farming community. To nine-year-old Nelson, it looked like paradise.


After a couple of days, Nosekeni Fanny said goodbye to her son, leaving him in the care of Jongintaba’s family. He was given clothes to wear – the men in The Great Place wore Western-style suits and the women dresses – and Jongintaba’s wife, No-England, treated Nelson just as though he were one of her own children. Their son, Justice, immediately became Nelson’s hero. Four years older, tall and athletic, Justice appeared to Nelson to be ‘everything a young man should be and everything I longed to be’.


Nelson attended the small school at The Great Place where he was taught English, Xhosa history and geography. There was plenty of time for him to explore his new home, but there were also chores to be done and Nelson continued to tend livestock. He became firm friends with Justice, although the older boy was not around all the time, having already been enrolled as a boarder at Clarkebury Boarding Institute sixty miles away.



At The Great Place, Nelson was to witness tribal gatherings when men came from far and wide to seek Jongintaba’s help in settling disputes or to participate in the debates that were held concerning the implementation of new laws or steps that needed to be taken



RIGHT: Xhosa children outside a ‘rondavel’ hut in Nelson’s
home village of Qunu.
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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ABOVE: Nelson and his cousin, Justice, underwent the same initiation ceremony as these two young Xhosa men.
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