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			Who Was Nelson Mandela?

			In the heart of Thembuland, in South Africa, was a grand house. The local people called it “the Great Place.” Here lived Jongintaba, who ruled as king. The Great Place was his royal home.
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			On this day in 1927, Jongintaba was holding a tribal meeting. The men talked about important matters. Also in the room was a young boy who had come to live at the Great Place only a short time before. He was nine years old. After the boy’s own father died, the king had adopted him.

			The boy listened to the men talk and watched his foster father. The king did not speak. He listened. He thought everyone deserved a voice in his kingdom, no matter who they were. Then, when he sensed that people had said all they needed to, the king gave his opinion. This approach was very different from the way the rest of the country of South Africa was ruled.
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			South Africa is a country at the bottom tip of the African continent. It is almost twice the size of Texas. Once black kings had ruled South Africa. Then white settlers came from Europe. They grabbed land for themselves and took control of the country. By the late 1800s, black South Africans had no voice in the government. By the time the boy came to live with his new foster father, there were about six million people in South Africa—and about four million were black. And yet they weren’t truly citizens of their own country. They couldn’t vote. They could only live where the government allowed them to live. Even kings like Jongintaba had no real power.

			As the nine-year-old watched his foster father’s meeting, he dreamed of a different South Africa, one where people of all colors had a voice. Where everyone was free and equal. When he grew up he hoped to make that happen.

			The boy’s name was Nelson Mandela. One day he would change South Africa. One day he would change the world.
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			Chapter 1
Troublemaker
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			The boy’s name had been Rolihlahla (Roh-lee-LAH-lah). In his native language, the word meant tree shaker. But it also meant troublemaker. The boy’s father was chief of the people called the Thembu tribe. Like many chiefs, he had more than one wife, and he also had thirteen children. The boy’s mother, Nosekeni Fanny, was her husband’s third wife. Rolihlahla was the first of his mother’s four children. He was born on July 18, 1918.
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			At the time, South Africa was ruled by the British. The white government strictly controlled what black South Africans did and where they went. Black people had to stay in their own neighborhoods and villages, which were called homelands. If a black person left his homeland for any reason, he had to carry a special pass that gave him permission to travel, even if he was only going to a white neighborhood to work for the day. A black person without a good reason for being in a white neighborhood would be arrested.
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			When Rolihlahla’s father ignored a summons from the British government to appear in court, he was stripped of his title and most of his land and cattle. The boy and his mother went to live in the village where she’d been born. The boy went to a school run by Christian missionaries from Europe. For his first day of school his father had given him a pair of his own trousers cut off at the knee to replace the blanket dyed in red clay he wore at home. When the boy got to school his teacher gave him something else: a Western name. From that day on, Rolihlahla would be called Nelson. Nelson Mandela.
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			Nelson shared three small huts with his mother and younger sisters. He brought sheep and calves to and from the pasture. His favorite game was stick fighting—a traditional South African sport that is a bit like sword fighting. Players hold two sticks, one in each hand. They try to strike while blocking at the same time. Nelson was a champion in his village.

			It was always a special time when his father visited the family. However, during one of his visits home, Nelson’s father became sick and died. Not only was his father gone, but Nelson would no longer live in the village with his sisters and mother. He was going to have a new foster father: Jongintaba.
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			Nelson and his mother walked west from the village carrying all of Nelson’s belongings. They walked all day on rocky roads. When they arrived, Nelson couldn’t believe his eyes. He had never seen a home as big as this one. A fancy car drove through the open gate. The man who stepped out was short and heavy and wore a European-style suit. This was Jongintaba.

			Although Nelson’s new world intrigued him, it was scary being in a strange place all alone. Luckily Jongintaba had a son named Justice, who was four years older than Nelson. The boys hunted with slings, explored the countryside, and raced horses. Nelson went to a better school than he had in the village. He studied English, history, and geography. But he learned the most by going to meetings with the tribal elders. Nelson dreamed that one day he might be a great leader like his foster father.
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			Nelson loved to listen to stories of African heroes of the past, the men who fought against the Dutch and the British. In these stories black South Africans were ruled by their own kings like Jongintaba. “When the Europeans came to Africa,” the tribal elders said, “they had the Bible and we had the land. They said, ‘Let us pray.’ We closed our eyes. When we opened them, we had the Bible and they had the land.”

			
				
					THE EUROPEANS ARRIVE

				

				IN THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY, EUROPEAN NATIONS WERE SENDING GREAT SHIPS ALL OVER THE WORLD. THE EASTBOUND SHIPS THAT WERE HEADED FOR ASIA USUALLY PASSED AROUND THE BOTTOM TIP OF THE AFRICAN CONTINENT. THEY STOPPED IN WHAT IS NOW KNOWN AS SOUTH AFRICA TO RESTOCK FOOD AND WATER. IN 1647 A DUTCH SHIP WRECKED ON THE SOUTHWEST COAST. THE SURVIVING SAILORS LIKED THE AREA SO MUCH, THEY STAYED AND BUILT A FORT. SO MANY DUTCH CAME AS SETTLERS, THEY PUSHED THE NATIVE PEOPLE OFF THEIR LANDS. THE DUTCH FORMED THEIR OWN COLONY, A COMMUNITY IN AFRICA UNDER DUTCH RULE. THEN THE EUROPEANS DISCOVERED GOLD AND DIAMONDS IN SOUTH AFRICA. THAT MADE THE LAND EVEN MORE VALUABLE. IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY THE BRITISH TOOK OVER. MANY DUTCH SETTLERS PUSHED FARTHER INTO AFRICAN LANDS TO GET AWAY FROM THE BRITISH. IN 1902, AFTER THE BRITISH AND DUTCH FOUGHT, SOUTH AFRICA’S COLONIES BELONGED TO THE BRITISH.
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			Chapter 2
City of Light
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			When Nelson was sixteen, he and Justice took part in an important ceremony where they became men in the eyes of the village. After the ceremony a tribal leader made a speech. “Among these young men are chiefs who will never rule because we have no power to govern ourselves,” the man said.

			Governing was exactly what Nelson wanted to do when he grew up. He attended a boarding school in Engcobo so that he could one day advise rulers like Jongintaba. Then in 1937 he transferred to Healdtown, a church-run college. From there he went to Fort Hare, the only all-black college in the country. Many white South Africans thought that all black people needed to learn was how to serve white people. Schools like Fort Hare gave black South Africans bad ideas, they thought. They made black people think they were as smart as white people and could compete with them for jobs.
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			Fort Hare did give Nelson ideas. He began to study the world outside South Africa. Nelson planned to one day work for the Native Affairs Department, which enforced laws such as the “pass laws” requiring all black South Africans to carry a passport all the time. He hoped to change the laws so that black people would be treated better. He worked hard in school to reach his goals.
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			But in 1940 Nelson resigned from the Students’ Representative Council in protest of the bad conditions in the dorms. “Supper was four remarkably thin slices of bread,” Nelson’s college friend Oliver Tambo would later say, “taken with a small cup of milk water.” The school authorities said any student resigning from student government would be expelled from school. When Jongintaba found out that Nelson had left school he ordered him to return.

			He also ordered him to get married. He had found Nelson the perfect bride. She was “fat and dignified,” Nelson said later. Some say she was in love with Justice.

			Neither boy wanted to get married yet. So they ran away to the greatest city in South Africa. To Nelson Mandela, Johannesburg looked like a city of light. “A vast landscape of electricity,” he called it.
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			He and Justice got jobs, but were soon caught by Jongintaba’s men. Justice had to return home to take his father’s place one day. But Nelson convinced his foster father to let him stay in the city and study law.
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			In Johannesburg, Nelson made new friends like Walter Sisulu. Sisulu was the son of a black cleaning lady and a white government official. He had worked many different jobs and led strikes for better wages for black workers. Sisulu got Nelson a job at a law firm. He also encouraged Nelson to enroll at a local university as a law student. Nelson married Sisulu’s cousin Evelyn in 1944, and they soon had a son, Thembi.
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			That same year Nelson joined the African National Congress. The word congress did not mean it was part of the government. It referred to a group of many people all working for the rights of black South Africans. When it was first founded in 1912 the ANC led protests against the pass laws. But by the late 1930s it had become powerless. Nelson and his friends started a new group within the ANC called the Youth League. The Youth League led the ANC to challenge the government. For the first time the ANC openly accused white South Africans of not having the best interests of black South Africans at heart. Nelson became so wrapped up in the struggle he hardly ever saw his young family.
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			It was hard to imagine the white government in South Africa getting any worse for black people. But in 1948, it did. The government of South Africa started a cruel system of segregation, a way of keeping people of different races apart. In English the word for this system meant “apartness.” In Afrikaans, the language of Dutch South Africans, it was called apartheid.
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