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Epigraph

LOOMIS: Joe Turner let me loose and I felt all turned around inside. I just wanted to see your face to know that the world was still there. Make sure everything still in its place so I could reconnect myself together. I got there and you was gone, Martha.

—AUGUST WILSON, Joe Turner’s Come and Gone
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Introduction

The story they were to tell about their courtship – the story both of them were to tell, Nelson and Winnie alike, over and over again, told so often they appear to have forgotten that it was not entirely true – went like this.

It was a weekday afternoon in the summer of 1956–57. Nelson was giving his friend, the medical student Diliza Mji, a ride from Orlando West to central Johannesburg, when he saw, waiting at a bus stop outside Baragwanath Hospital, a beautiful girl, indeed, one so beautiful that he considered turning his car around and going back.

He does not describe her. In the thousands of pages of letters and memoirs Nelson wrote, there are almost no physical descriptions of women, only of men. One is left to imagine that he was struck by the huge mournful eyes, so out of place on her youthful face; by the high, sculptured cheeks; and, incongruous with the mournfulness, by a regal authority, quite formidable, even at a glance. She was very young, barely out of her teens, he might well have surmised, and indeed, on the day he clapped eyes on her, she was not yet twenty-one years old.[1]

Nelson, famously, drove a two-tone Oldsmobile, the paintwork pastel green, the hubcaps walled and brilliant white. Everyone in Orlando West knew the Oldsmobile, and everyone in Orlando West knew of the man behind the wheel. When he drove through his neighbourhood on a Saturday or a Sunday afternoon, a time when people were out on the streets, they gathered and waved and shouted his name.

And when he drove through central Johannesburg to his law firm, Mandela and Tambo, the heads of the drivers in the cars on Fox Street, almost all of them white, turned. For although most white people still did not know the name Nelson Mandela, or, if they had heard the name, could not put it to a face, the sight of a black man in so extravagant a vehicle signalled that something was up.

And Nelson himself was as much a spectacle as his car. Six feet two, with the body of an athlete, at thirty-eight years old still youthful and strong, he wore double-breasted suits, made bespoke by the most sought-after, and the most expensive, tailor in Johannesburg, Alfred Kahn, whose clients included many of the city’s white mining magnates.[2]

And if the sight of him was arresting, the idea of him was no less so. It was not just that he was a lawyer, indeed, one of only sixty or so black lawyers in all of South Africa, placing him in the top echelons of the black elite; it was not just that he was famously theatrical in court, his aura of command a lesson to white judges and lawyers that he was their equal: five years earlier, he had become the poster child of the Defiance Campaign, a nationwide action of civil disobedience in which more than 8,000 people, among them the most esteemed black men and women in the land, went to prison for defying segregationist laws. Just then, in late 1956 and early 1957, he and 155 others were standing trial for treason, a trial covered faithfully in the black press day after day, month after month, and about which black South Africans were speaking incessantly at their kitchen tables.

And if Nelson’s public performances were growing increasingly famous, his private exploits were becoming less and less private. Among Nelson’s colleagues and friends it was no secret that he liked women and that they often liked him back. ‘I can’t help it if the ladies take note of me,’ he told a biographer. ‘I’m not going to protest.’[3] His marriage – to Evelyn Mase, with whom he had three children – was in ruins, and rumours about his love life were much discussed among his comrades, his legal colleagues and his friends.

And so if there was any man in South Africa, hitting forty and married, who might turn his car around because he had glimpsed waiting at a bus stop a magnificent woman almost half his age, it was Nelson Mandela.

.  .

Although he could not have known it, he and the girl on the side of the road were bound to meet. For Nomzamo Winifred Madikizela resided at the Helping Hand Club for Native Girls at 76 Hans Street on the eastern side of town, and there she was becoming increasingly friendly with Adelaide Tshukudu, fiancée of Oliver Tambo, Nelson’s partner in the law firm Mandela and Tambo.

One afternoon in early March 1957 it was pouring rain – as it often does in Johannesburg on summer afternoons – and hailing, to boot. Adelaide, who did not fancy the prospect of making her way from work at Johannesburg’s General Hospital to Park Station in such weather, phoned Oliver to ask for a ride. Barely had she and Oliver left the hospital than they spotted Winnie and another woman, Florence Dube, making their way to the station on foot; they invited the two women into the car.

Adelaide announced that she was ravenously hungry, and so they stopped at a delicatessen on the side of the road. But as Oliver searched in vain for his wallet, it appeared that the four people in the car did not have a penny between them. And then, from the driver’s seat, Oliver spotted the tall figure of Nelson in the delicatessen; he told Adelaide to get whatever she wanted and ask Nelson to pay. A few moments later, Adelaide emerged from the delicatessen with Nelson in tow. He peered through the car window, and there on the backseat was the woman he had glimpsed at the side of the road. Oliver introduced her as Winnie Madikizela from Bizana.

‘Oh, so she’s a relative,’ Nelson said, for Oliver, too, was from Bizana.

‘Don’t you know Winnie?’ Oliver replied. ‘She is always dancing up and down the newspapers’, for Winnie’s beauty had caught the attention of Johannesburg’s press and her photographs had appeared in two widely read publications.[4]

The next day, Nelson phoned Winnie in her office. Would she have lunch with him? he asked.

Years later, Winnie recalled being scared out of her wits. What did this famous man, held in such godlike regard, want with her? She was pretty, to be sure; she had been aware of that for a long time. But she was a nobody, desperately young and utterly unknown, her career hardly begun.

She swallowed her fear and told him that she might indeed be available for lunch, if they could find a suitable time.

And so they agreed that on the coming Sunday, March 10, she would be fetched from her hostel and taken to an Indian restaurant near Nelson’s office.

Winnie spent the period between the phone call and the date with Nelson in a state of high anxiety, she recalled: What should she say in response to his questions, and what questions might she possibly ask him?

And, as she remembers it, the lunch itself did little to calm her, for she understood after just a few moments that she would have to share this man, even now, on their first date; no sooner had they sat down than a line of people formed at their table to talk to him. She looked on, silent and self-conscious. And just when the line evaporated and she and Nelson began to talk, a new ensemble would come to greet him. She felt she was an audience to a show in which she had no part.

And, to make matters worse, she had never eaten spicy Indian cuisine; her whole life she had lived on the institutional food of boarding schools and women’s hostels and on the stodgy meals prepared in her father’s rural home. Her tongue burned whenever she put her fork in her mouth; she had constantly to drink from her water glass, but with each sip the burning only grew worse.[5]

After lunch, things went on in the same vein. The short journey from the restaurant to his car took half an hour because so many people stopped him to talk, to consult, to ask advice. She had never before witnessed a human being who belonged so wholly to everybody, she recalled. She was ‘stunned and fascinated’.

If they were to get any time alone together, they resolved, they would have to quite literally leave town, and so they drove into the countryside and went walking in an empty field. But, even here, alone, the inequality between them was palpable. Her sandal strap broke, and she had to walk barefoot over rocky ground. She was hobbling and tripping over, and to balance her, ‘he held my hand just as my father would hold a little girl’s hand’, and when they got back to the car, he suddenly kissed her.[6]

He phoned a few days later; he wanted to see her again. But between his law practice and the endless Treason Trial, between his escalating work in the African National Congress (ANC) and his insistence that he exercise every weekday, without fail, he simply did not have time to see her. He would have to double up, to have her with him while he was doing something else.

And so their second date, she discovered, was to take place at his boxing gym at the Donaldson Orlando Community Centre, less than two miles from his home, a space that doubled on weekend evenings as a theatre and music venue. She was to watch him while he laid into a punching bag and skipped and did push-ups, this big, imposing man, the sweat pouring off him, his body sculpted and fit. This was not a shy man. Neither of them ever said when they first slept together, but on this, their second date, he was preening, without shame, showing his body to her, displaying its sheer impressiveness.

Neither Winnie nor Nelson recounts when exactly they decided to marry; it was sometime in 1957, in the months after they met. The point, though, is that Nelson did not ask her to marry him; he informed her that they were to marry, informed her in passing, as it were. As she recalls it, they were saying goodbye at the end of a date when he mentioned, casually, that the wife of the head of the South African Communist Party (SACP), a woman called Ray Harmel, was a seamstress in a factory and that Winnie should talk to her about making a wedding dress.

.  .

Nelson and Winnie married in June 1958, fifteen months after they’d met, Nelson’s divorce from Evelyn Mase finalized three months earlier. They exchanged their vows on the grounds of a Methodist mission near Winnie’s ancestral home in Bizana, more than six hundred miles from Johannesburg, in a ceremony that was more a Madikizela than a Mandela affair. Winnie’s father, Columbus, was a significant figure in the district, and it was expected that his daughter’s wedding would be large and generous; hundreds of Bizana’s citizens crammed the church pews.

The ceremony’s only recognition of the bridegroom’s political standing was the car in which the couple left the mission grounds; it was draped in the black, green and gold of the African National Congress, the organization that had dominated Nelson’s life since the mid-1940s. Nelson himself barely managed to obtain permission to attend his own wedding. Serving a banning order, his movement heavily restricted, he was granted leave from Johannesburg for less than a week.

After the ceremony, the wedding party returned to Columbus’s home, where a feast rolled on unabated for five days before Winnie and Nelson took their leave to return to Johannesburg.[7]

.  .

They lived under the same roof such a short time. Less than two years passed before Nelson went to prison for five months, and then, shortly after his release, he disappeared underground. During this brief period – the only period in which friends and comrades observed them together until after Nelson’s release from prison decades later – the story that Winnie and Nelson themselves came to tell, of the powerful public man and the gorgeous naïf, was repeated ad infinitum. Winnie was ‘as shy as she was beautiful’, one of Nelson’s political associates recalled years later. ‘It was hard to get to know her because she said so little.’ And when Nelson and his peers gathered socially for Sunday lunch at the suburban home of a white comrade, Winnie wandered off alone with a pile of fashion magazines.[8]

Many of Nelson’s male comrades teased him, with a nod and an understanding wink, for following the blind heat of his desire. One morning during a recess in the Treason Trial, while the accused were chatting outside, Moses Kotane, a comrade of Nelson’s and a fellow coaccused, nodded his head at Winnie, who had been watching the trial from the gallery.

‘Such an intimidating and seductive beauty does not go with a revolutionary!’ he said to Nelson, bursting into laughter.[9]

Years later, Nelson’s authorized biographer chided him for his choice of second wife. She provided an ‘exotic contrast’ to his political life, the biographer wrote, and in choosing excitement, he was sacrificing something else, something he might sorely miss in the troubled times ahead, for Winnie would not provide ‘the kind of stable home base which many of his political friends took for granted’, and which he would desperately need when imprisonment threw his affairs into disarray.[10]

.  .

This depiction – of the celebrated man besotted with a girl barely out of adolescence, and of a raw young woman swept off her feet by a powerful older man – is deceptive. The bare facts are without doubt true. Nelson did do a double take upon sighting a beautiful young woman on the side of the road. And they were introduced in a delicatessen one afternoon in early March; many years later, Adelaide Tambo remembered the moment vividly. And Nelson did invite Winnie to lunch, for his comrade Joe Matthews remembers picking her up at midday to take her to Nelson.

But the sense of what happened between them is what is deceptive.

Much later, in 1970, when Nelson was six years into his life sentence, he wrote Winnie a letter filled mainly with family matters.

‘By the way,’ he added, near the end of the letter, apropos of nothing at all, ‘the other day I dreamt of you convulsing your entire body with a graceful Hawaiian dance at the BMSC [Bantu Men’s Social Centre]. I stood at one end of the famous hall with arms outstretched ready to embrace you as you whirled towards me with the enchanting smile that I miss so desperately.’

He went on to try to interpret his dream:


I cannot explain why the scene should have been located at the BMSC. To my recollection we have been there for a dance only once – on the night of Lindi’s wedding reception. The other occasion was the concert we organised in 1957 when I was courting you, or you me. I am never certain whether I am free to remind you that you took the initiative in this regard. Anyway the dream was for me a glorious moment. If I must dream in my sleep, please Hawaii for me.[11]



And so we are informed, in passing, many years later, as we eavesdrop on a letter between husband and wife, that the story they tell, not just for public consumption, but for their own consumption – ‘I am never certain whether I am free to remind you,’ Nelson writes – is not true.

Another letter from that time, from Nelson to Winnie, gives an inkling of what actually happened between them. It is written in deep code, for Nelson is aware that the prison authorities and the security police will see it long before it reaches his wife.

He has been in prison for seven years. Winnie has sent him a photograph of herself; he has been staring at it endlessly and is beguiled. His thoughts, he tells her, have wandered ‘to Hans St. where a friend used to jump into a blue van & unburden herself of all the solemn vows that are due from fiancée to her betrothed & immediately thereafter dash across to an Olds on the opposite end of the block with vows equally sweet and reassuring’.[12]

Seventy-Six Hans Street is the address of the Helping Hand Club for Native Girls, the women’s hostel where Winnie lived when she and Nelson were courting. And the ‘Olds’, of course, is Nelson’s Oldsmobile. Winnie was not only engaged to Nelson and another man at the same time; she would, in Nelson’s account, literally dash between the cars of her respective fiancés as each waited for her outside.

Nelson remembers, too, ‘the skill with which she manipulated her evening “studies” at Chancellor House [the building in which Nelson’s law firm rented offices] & made it possible to receive and entertain old friends as soon as new ones proceeded to the boxing gym’.[13]

Again, Nelson is concealing the meaning of his story from prying eyes. But he is clearly reminding Winnie that when she spent her evenings in Nelson’s offices, ‘studying’, she received another lover the moment he left for the gym.

They had been apart for seven years when Nelson wrote this letter. His infatuation heightened by the photograph Winnie had sent him – it ‘depicts … the devastating beauty and charm which ten stormy years of married life have not chilled’, he wrote – he remembered how audacious, how self-possessed, how positively scandalous she was, when they were courting.

The other fiancé, incidentally, who waited in Hans Street in the blue van and who visited Winnie in Nelson’s office when Nelson was at the boxing gym, was a man called Barney Sampson. A little older than Winnie, he was stylish and good-looking; he also did not have a drop of political blood in his body. When Winnie told him that she was marrying Nelson, Sampson, heartbroken, tried to take his own life with an overdose of pills. Nelson rushed Winnie to the hospital to be at Sampson’s side.[14]

And so the notion that Winnie was a young naïf when she married Nelson, a notion both of them did so much to encourage, is not entirely true. And, indeed, if we interpret the biographical facts of Winnie’s early life correctly, the idea that she was witless and shy when she met Nelson becomes improbable.

As a child, Winnie was formed in a world quite unlike our own; the danger of reading her anachronistically is great. Winnie did not help much in this regard; aware of her audience’s ignorance of her childhood milieu, she encouraged a great deal of misunderstanding. One of her white lecturers at the school for social work where Winnie studied described her as the equivalent of a ‘dumb blonde’, concerned with clothes and men and with little else.[15] It was hardly possible to get further from the truth.

If we read Winnie’s childhood as it ought to be read, the notion that any man, no matter how powerful, might sweep her off her feet becomes highly dubious. When Winnie met Nelson, she was young and beautiful, but she was also an extremely serious young woman of whom a prestigious career was not just expected but demanded. She had indeed been groomed for the highest accomplishments possible for a black woman at that time.

Nor was she new to the advances of men much older and more powerful than herself. Her recollection that Nelson’s phone call took her utterly by surprise – what could such a man want with me? – is disingenuous to say the least. By the time she met Nelson, she had been the object of at least half a dozen such advances, each of them persistent, each of them pursued, not just by influential men, but by the most influential men: lawyers, doctors, and senior members of various Xhosa-speaking royal families. And she had honed an arsenal of defensive weapons against these advances; she had mastered quickly, because she had had to, elegant ways of dodging them.

.  .

Why did Nelson and Winnie spin a story that wasn’t quite right: a story told not just to the world but to themselves? Why might Nelson tell Winnie, thirteen years after they met, that he was ‘never certain whether I am free to remind you’ that it was she who courted him?

We need to think ourselves back into the sexual mores of those times. A married man, prominent, powerful, and almost forty years old going hard after a twenty-year-old beauty: such a scene might have seemed daring, perhaps even presumptuous. But the reverse was positively scandalous: a pretty girl, barely out of adolescence, pursuing a married man; pretty girls did not wear their sexual desire on their sleeves, not unless they were prepared to be branded as dishonourable.

Winnie and Nelson censored their tale, even when they told it to themselves, because at the time Winnie’s role was barely tolerable. Nelson took the burden of the seduction onto his broad shoulders, for it sat more comfortably there.

.  .

There is another reason Winnie and Nelson told the story that they did: they had neither the words nor, indeed, the concepts to describe the partnership they were actually creating, so they told an inadequate story instead.

Nelson and Winnie met more than six years before the assassination of John F. Kennedy, and so they could not have known, because the world had yet to witness it, what it meant for every inch of a family’s private life, every tear shed, every heartbreak suffered, every grin and every laugh, to have a double life, to be at once deeply personal and yet also to exemplify the collective life of millions.

The closest either of them had come to grasping this phenomenon was in their understanding of the life of Jesus, which they both had fully imbibed as children. By now, Nelson had grown resolutely sceptical of Christian doctrine, but he borrowed richly from it nonetheless. When he wrote to Winnie from prison, to counsel her that her every gesture was a lesson to her people, it was through the trial of Jesus that he told his tale.

By 1957, Nelson was on his way to becoming a man whose consciousness of his performance on the political stage had penetrated the depths of his being. As such, he was never alone with himself, for even in his most private meditations he was shoring up what he would need for his political life.

As for Winnie, among the most important aspects of her childhood is that the last two generations of her paternal family remade their world and everyone in it. The Madikizelas were not just notable; they were exemplary. Everything they said, everything they did, was emblematic of the new world they had made. And Winnie herself was a central figure in these exemplary performances. The idea that she stood before an audience of people who learned to live their own lives by watching her live hers was familiar to her.

And so, although I cannot prove it with incontrovertible evidence, it is deeply plausible that when Nelson and Winnie met, they shared an affinity; they both understood, dimly, the words for it not yet formed, the sheer force of their appearance as a couple.

And it was not long before the cameras of photojournalists and the pens of magazine writers were drawn to them and their marriage. This was the late 1950s; nearly two decades passed before the apartheid government permitted the introduction of television to South Africa; we are not talking of the saturated coverage of personal life with which we are familiar today. But the degree of media interest in their romance was unusual for the time. When they visited a jazz venue together, their picture appeared the following day in The World. Soon after, they were pictured together by a photographer from Drum magazine.

This degree and type of attention was not unusual for figures in the world of entertainment and sport: it was quite unusual for a political figure. Nelson grasped the significance of this; the spectacle of himself with Winnie was not ‘an exotic contrast’ to his political life; it was deeply political. If any man understood that the force of his politics resided not just in the content of what he said but in his appearance when he said it, it was Nelson. And if any woman understood that how and with whom she appeared constituted a route to public life, it was Winnie.

They did not yet have the experience to grasp the full implications of what they were getting into: they did not yet know its dangers. For it was not just their appearance that they were casting into the public sphere but their very lives. The idea that public life might swallow private life in its entirety, all of it, was foreign to them. They were throwing themselves into the maelstrom of history, and nobody in a maelstrom is in control of their journey.

.  .

To appreciate the novelty of what was happening between Nelson and Winnie, it is necessary to step back from the Johannesburg milieu in which they met, and back, too, from the country in which they were both born. For they courted at an auspicious moment in world history, and their romance should be placed in its broadest context.

Across Africa, across the Asian subcontinent, through to the Dutch East Indies, British Malaya and French Indochina, the great European empires of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were surrendering their colonies when Winnie and Nelson met. Just four days before their first date, on March 6, 1957, a black man, Kwame Nkrumah, had been sworn in as prime minister of Ghana, the first of sub-Saharan Africa’s postcolonial independent states. The remainder of Britain’s, France’s and Belgium’s African colonies followed in a rapid cascade.

A decade earlier, in India and in Pakistan, indigenous South Asian men had come to power and for the first time since imperial conquest began to rule their lands. And five months after Nelson and Winnie met, in August 1957, the Federation of Malaya declared independence from Britain.

In short, not just across much of the African continent but through a huge swathe of the world, previously colonized men were either beginning or about to take office. And in all of these places a question was asked: what sorts of men were fit to exercise power? What should men who had been colonized do to prepare for public office?

The answers of course varied from place to place; we are talking, after all, about a broad ensemble of human beings. But one answer, and a surprisingly common one given the diversity of people involved, was that to command the public sphere, men must be patriarchs. The vast audiences that watched these men perform their public duties should clock the fact that they possessed a hinterland, glimpsed briefly on ceremonial occasions, in which there was a wife, or wives, and children and servants. That this hinterland was largely private, that its innards were sheltered from public view, was extremely important. Between their lives as statesmen and their lives as patriarchs a line was drawn; the drawing of this line was a sine qua non of the dignity required to exercise power.[16]

‘It is held’, wrote Jomo Kenyatta, the founding father of independent Kenya, ‘that if a man can control and manage effectively the affairs of a large family, this is an excellent testimonial of his capacity to look after the interests of the tribe.’[17] Kenyatta was talking about the mores of the Gikuyu, into which he had been born and raised, but he might as well have been talking about much of the early postcolonial world.

The wives of anticolonial leaders were never entirely invisible; in fact, many of the men who liberated their people from imperialism spoke and wrote about the women they married. But the way they did so often only reinforced the public/private divide. This was true even of Mohandas Gandhi, more interested in the soul, and thus in the interior life of people, than any other anticolonial leader and liable at any moment to discourse at length on sexuality, male and female alike.

Since his parents died, Gandhi told an audience in 1929, his wife, Kasturba, had ‘been my mother, friend, nurse, cook, bottle-washer and all these things’. And, he added, he and his wife had ‘come to a reasonable understanding that I should have all the honours and she should have all the drudgery’. As his biographer points out, Gandhi was both mocking himself and being quite serious.[18]

Kasturba was in fact actively involved in many of Gandhi’s political campaigns and was on more than one occasion jailed for her troubles. But they were very much his campaigns. Indeed, he understood her growing political involvement as a wife’s act of submission to her husband. ‘According to my earlier experience,’ he wrote, ‘she was very obstinate. In spite of all my pressure she would do as she wished. This led to short or long periods of estrangement between us. But as my public life expanded, my wife bloomed forth and deliberately lost herself in my work.’[19]

Gandhi’s close colleague Jawaharlal Nehru, who became independent India’s first prime minister and in whose career Nelson was to develop an intense interest, wrote movingly about his wife, Kamala, for she died young, leaving him bereft. When he was ‘living like a person possessed, giving myself utterly to the cause I had espoused’, he wrote more than a decade after Kamala’s death, she was his ‘haven … What indeed could I have done if she had not been there to comfort me and give me my strength, and thus enable me to re-charge the exhausted battery of my mind and body?’[20]

This, indeed, was in many parts of the world the ideal figure of the freedom fighter’s wife: a woman as impassioned by the struggle as her husband and who thus sympathized with his consuming commitment to public life; a woman who understood that giving him succour and keeping his house were political tasks because they gave him the space to do his work.

It was rare that a marriage became a truly political spectacle. There were exceptions, though. One was when a prominent leader wed a white woman; such a union overflowed with political meaning and demanded public management. Thus, when Léopold Senghor, the great intellectual of francophone decolonization and the first president of Senegal, married Colette Hubert, a Frenchwoman who had been his secretary, in 1957, he wrote poetry about her. And in his poems she became a stand-in for Europeans in general; he was choosing a relationship with a white woman, he wrote, because in loving her he could also find love for those who had invaded his land. His marriage thus became an exemplar of his capacity to forgive and of the collective forgiveness he wanted his people to offer their erstwhile colonizers.[21]

But what he presented, of course, was his capacity to forgive; Hubert herself played no part at all other than to be written about.

.  .

By the time he met Winnie in 1957, Nelson understood himself to be a major political figure in the making. His first marriage had broken down in part because his wife neither shared his political passion nor accepted the extent to which his work took him from home. And so there is little question that while he and Winnie courted, the marriage he imagined was one in which politics would be central.

But, when he cast an eye around the decolonizing world – and he certainly did cast an eye, for black South Africa’s political leaders watched with obsessive interest as indigenous men took office in Asia and then in Africa – there was no model for the marriage he and Winnie were to make. Such a marriage had yet to be invented.

And, indeed, we can be certain that Nelson, as co-creator of his marriage to Winnie, had only the dimmest sense of what their union would become. For Nelson was in fact one of those who thought that the hinterland of a public man should be screened. When his first wife, Evelyn Mase, confided in one of Nelson’s colleagues about their marital strife, he was beside himself with rage. Airing delicate household matters in public, no matter how small that public, was, for him, beyond the pale.

And yet Nelson also understood the potency of public performance like few others in his political milieu, and there is abundant evidence that he wanted the theatre he and Winnie made to be seen. He did so precisely because he knew that it emitted political meaning, that the appearance of a desirable black couple carried immense power.

Between these two competing ideas – that a public man has a private hinterland and that his marriage should be seen – was, I believe, a zone of cognitive dissonance. Nelson simply did not have the experience to grasp how incompatible these ideas might become. Bringing a marriage into the public sphere means bringing with it attendant matters of gender and, most especially, of sexuality, complicated matters to contend with in public to say the least. Nor did he know, despite his excitement at her audacity, what a powerful woman he was marrying, a woman who would not only demand a place in public life but also perform there as few other women ever had.




NELSON: EARLY YEARS

.   .   .




Chapter 1

If the middle-aged Nelson Mandela understood his childhood via a single moment, a moment he believed shaped what was to come, it was the death of his father.

He was just eleven or twelve years old. And he was there, in the room; he was watching.

It was by chance, really. For Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa Mandela was a polygamist married to four women and each had a home many miles from the next. Gadla circulated among them, spending a week with one wife, then a week with another. It so happened that on the evening of his death he was visiting Nelson’s mother, his third wife, and thus died in Nelson’s home.

He had been ill a long time, probably with tuberculosis. That evening, on a mat on the floor, Gadla lay down and coughed without pause. Two women were with him: Nelson’s mother and his father’s fourth wife.

The dying patriarch called for his tobacco and his pipe. But Nelson’s mother demurred; permitting a man in his condition to smoke did not seem right to her.

Gadla did not like this at all. Through the course of the evening, he fought her stubbornly, repeating his demand over and over again.

Finally, she relented; she filled his pipe with fresh tobacco, lit it, and gave it to him. He lay there smoking for some time, his coughing stilled, until the pipe fell from his mouth and he was dead.[1]

In the days that followed, Nelson’s world fell apart. Not long after the funeral, his mother took him on a journey by foot westward from Qunu, the village that had been his home since he was an infant. She delivered him to a place he had never visited and to a household whose members he had never met. He would not live with his mother again, not until he himself was married and invited her to move in with his young family. And he would not have a home in Qunu until he built a house there more than sixty years later.

During his long years in prison, he thought a great deal of that journey with his mother; he recalled looking back over his shoulder at Qunu and feeling not so much bereft as cut adrift.[2] And as he grew older, his memory of that day changed, making him frailer and more vulnerable; by the time he was in his late sixties, he remembered being nine, instead of the eleven- or twelve-year-old boy he was.[fn1]

He looked back on Qunu with the most extraordinary nostalgia, the river swollen, the fields verdant, the bees forever making the honey a boy might steal.

.  .

He was born Rolihlahla Mandela – the name Nelson given to him by his teacher on his first day of school – on July 18, 1918, in the Transkei on South Africa’s southeastern seaboard. It is a world of luminous green; shelves of bright grassland lie scattered as far as the eye can see, as if the pieces of the earth were set one atop the other, instead of side by side.

Most people in the Transkei at this time lived in huts made from mud and grass; women and children wore ochre blankets rather than trousers and skirts. Very few people could read or write. Those who were literate and numerate were usually Christians; they wore Westernstyle clothes; they attended church on Sundays; they were known as amaqoboka: people who have turned.

They were one of many signs of roiling change. In Nelson’s grandparents’ time, the region that became known as the Eastern Cape was the site of twelve independent, Xhosa-speaking kingdoms. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the British conquered each in turn. Some of these conquests were achieved without a shot fired; some handed over their sovereignty at meetings in which decorum was observed. But in other instances, conquest was devastating, involving mass hunger and landlessness across large parts of the countryside.[3]

The aristocracies that once ruled these kingdoms were humbled, but they were not crushed. Famously, Britain governed its black subjects not directly, through British law, but indirectly, through the subdued kingdoms, the power of black aristocrats clipped by the white magistrates who watched over their work. The relations that evolved between these black aristocrats and their white conquerors became ever so opaque, a ceaseless relay of collaboration and deceit, proud black patriarchs on one side, on the other, proud whites.

And then there was the Church. The seaboard on which Nelson was born was the site of the densest Christian proselytizing activity in Africa.[4] And the missionaries were enormously influential. For one, they administered the only schools in the Transkei; aristocrats who wanted their children to read and write – and most did want their children to read and write, for these were the tools of the future – surrendered their progeny to Christian belief. And the missions, too, were the only sites of Western medicine and of modernizing technologies in agriculture. The priests were also in many instances diplomatic conduits to white power at home and to European influence abroad.

And so the relationships that evolved between black aristocrats and white clergy were of great consequence. Many clergymen lived much of their adult lives in the conquered kingdoms; in some instances, their allegiances to the black aristocracies grew deep. Some found the doctrine in which they had been schooled harshly tested by their exposure to black people’s realms and returned home quite different men.[5]

The world of Nelson’s childhood was changing in more ways still. When his father was born, most men in villages like Qunu lived their lives in the Transkei. By the time Nelson’s father died, tens of thousands of the Transkei’s men were spending their working lives more than eight hundred miles away, deep underground, in the Witwatersrand’s gold mines. It was the most rapid and dramatic change that followed conquest, this propulsion of rural men into an industry that had begun to produce much of the world’s gold. When Nelson himself left for Johannesburg as a young man, his first stop was a gold mine.

.  .

Nelson was born into the aristocracy of one of the twelve conquered kingdoms, the Thembu; his father was both a royal and, for some years, a senior official. In 1916, two years before Nelson’s birth, he was appointed jointly by the white magistrate and the Thembu paramount chief as headman of the village of Mveso, not far from Qunu, his primary responsibility to administer the allocation of land.

But to say that Nelson was an aristocrat is to risk the gravest misunderstanding. The Xhosa-speaking aristocracies were large and sprawling, and many in their ranks died in poverty; being an aristocrat was no guarantee of either prosperity or fame.

When Nelson’s mother walked him westward shortly after his father’s death, she was taking him to the very centre of Thembu influence, the Great Place of the regent to the Thembu throne, Jongintaba Dalindyebo, in the village of Mqhekezweni. But Qunu itself, the only place Nelson had known until then, was not resplendent at all. Nelson, his mother, and his three sisters lived in a homestead consisting of three beehive-shaped huts built from mud, cow dung and grass. There was no furniture in the room where his father died, only mats, and there was certainly no electricity. Nelson’s mother worked the fields around the homestead, and the family ate what she grew – maize, pumpkins sorghum.

None of the children of Nelson’s father’s first two wives went to school; each lived and died illiterate.

Nelson’s mother took him to Jongintaba’s Great Place after his father died because the regent had agreed to take Nelson as his ward. Had he not done so, the Nelson Mandela the world came to know would not have existed; he would have had neither the schooling nor the networks of influence to make of himself a person whose name endures.

.  .

When he first glimpsed the Great Place, on the last stretch of his journey with his mother, he was awestruck.

‘We came across a village,’ he later recalled, ‘at the centre of which was a large and gracious home that so far exceeded anything that I had ever seen that all I could do was marvel at it.’ There were orchards of peach and apple trees, a vegetable garden, and flower beds. There was rich grassland on which large herds of cattle and sheep grazed.

As he stood there, wide-eyed, a large car approached, and everyone sitting around the house promptly rose, doffed their hats and shouted a salute.

‘Out of the motorcar’, Nelson remembered, ‘stepped a short, thickset man wearing a smart suit. I could see that he had the confidence and the bearing of a man who was used to the exercise of authority.’[6] It was the regent, Jongintaba, Nelson’s new guardian.

.  .

Several witnesses recalled the depth of Nelson’s distress during the first months in his new home. The regent’s older daughter described him as a shy and lonely boy, wandering around by himself in the new outfit her father had bought him.[7] And three of his playmates remembered that Nelson often wet his sleeping mat at night and surreptitiously swapped it with the mat of another; an innocent child woke in the morning to be accused of Nelson’s crime.[8] Twelve years old is a late age to be wetting one’s bed. His private world was insecure and secretive and full of cunning.

And why would it not be? Just a boy, he had been separated from his home, his village and his mother, his father recently dead. And the people and the things around him were not only unfamiliar but grandiose. He was out of his depth. Years later, he described his feelings after settling at the Great Place as those of an orphan.[9]

Shortly after he arrived, Nelson was dressed in clothes befitting his new station – crisp khaki shorts and a khaki shirt, according to one witness.[10] Imagining what he looked like in his unaccustomed attire, he saw more an ornament than a boy, ‘a polished piece of bronze’.[11]

When Nelson first glimpsed the regent, he was struck at once by the comportment of a man accustomed to power. But it was not just the regent himself: all the people around him at the Great Place seemed quite otherworldly in their glamour and their grace. There was, for instance, the regent’s son and heir, Justice Dalindyebo, who was four years older than Nelson. On the day Nelson met him, he was wearing a fine suit and a shirt that was tailored to fit him. And the body underneath the shirt, Nelson could not but notice, was fit and strong. And beyond the clothes and the body was something else, something he hadn’t the language to describe but that is perhaps best named as charisma.[12]

‘Justice’, Nelson was to write, ‘became my first hero after my father … Tall, handsome and muscular, he was a fine sportsman [and] a natural performer who enchanted audiences with his singing and transfixed them with his ballroom dancing. He had a bevy of female admirers – but also a coterie of critics, who considered him a dandy and a playboy.’[13]

It is important to mark this image: a shy and timid boy taking in an idol. Throughout his childhood and youth Nelson painted the most overblown portraits of the men he admired: they were not just fit; they were well built and tall. They were not just seductive; they positively trailed admirers. They were not just eloquent; their speeches dazzled. He was an audience to a pantheon of heroes.

Years later, when he himself was the one with charisma and broad shoulders and an audience, he understood himself as an impostor summoning the idols in his head.





Chapter 2

Nelson’s memories of the regent and his world possess the spirit of a fairy tale: the splendour of the Great Place and its grounds, the physical strength of the young men who lived there, the esteem in which the regent was held. Even Nelson himself was sprinkled with magic: in his recent past lay the Edenic Qunu, forever unchanged.

Many of his recollections seem tailored to protect the integrity of this scene, his memories of white people in particular.

As an elderly man, he remembered living in a child’s state of cognitive dissonance. On the one hand, he overheard the regent’s counsellors tell the bitter story of conquest, of African heroes who went to battle with whites and lost. On the other hand, there were the white people in his life, the magistrates and senior police officers who visited the Great Place. They were lustrous figures, almost grander than human, but they were entirely benign. For when they came to the Great Place, it was to meet with the regent to the Thembu paramountcy, and they approached him with grace.

There is reason to distrust the spirit of Nelson’s memories, for he almost certainly had grimmer encounters with whites. When he and his peers were in the fields herding sheep and cattle, white policemen often approached on horseback, dismounted and demanded to see the knobkerries the boys carried. A knobkerrie is a club made of dense wood with a large, heavy knob on one end. The officers would order each boy to put the big, round head in his mouth, and if it did not fit, if he could not wrap his jaws around the whole ball, he would be arrested for carrying a dangerous weapon.[1]

This story was told by three old men who had lived at the Great Place with Nelson. It was not, they insisted, an isolated event; it was an everyday ritual of racial violence, seared for always in their minds.

We cannot know whether Nelson forgot it, or whether he simply chose not to tell it; dwelling on bitter memories in public, he came to believe, was politically poisonous. But from the letters to intimates he wrote from prison, letters in which he ached for the land of his boyhood, it appears that such unpleasantness simply had no place in his remembered world.

Between his memories of childhood and his politics lay an intimate connection. He came to fear violent change, fear revolution; the world, to him, as it was, contained much to cherish, and woe betide those who did anything to tear it apart.

.  .

In Nelson’s sixteenth year, the regent decided that he was to embark upon two great rituals. The first was his circumcision, marking a Xhosa boy’s transition to manhood. The second was his registration at an elite mission school, the start of a black boy’s journey to a distinguished career.

It is inconceivable for a Xhosa boy to move into the world of men with his foreskin. And as important as the act of removing it is the ritual: a prolonged procedure, drawn out over as long as two months, which boys experience together and about which they are forbidden to speak.

It is private and secret, but for one moment: the circumcision itself. That is performed in front of a large and intensely interested crowd.

For several days before the ceremony, Nelson, Justice and twenty-four other initiates lived together in two grass huts on the banks of the Mbashe River, a few miles from the Great Place. Then, at dawn on the morning of the ceremony, they were led to the river to bathe. By midday, they stood in a row in a clearing where an audience had gathered to watch: the parents and relatives of the initiate boys, prominent members of the Thembu aristocracy, the regent himself.

Naked but for their blankets, they were ordered to sit on the ground and spread their legs. To the sound of pounding drums, a thin, elderly man moved his way down the line of boys. Working fast, he took the foreskin of each boy in his fingers, pulled it forward, and in a single motion lopped it off with his assegai, a thin, hard-tipped spear. Upon losing his foreskin, each boy was to shout out, ‘Ndiyindoda!’ I am a man!

Nelson was some way down the line and so had to wait a while for his turn. He must have escaped in his mind, inhabiting some oblivion, for without warning the old man was kneeling before him. Nelson looked straight into his eyes. Although it was a cold day, the man’s forehead was covered in sweat.

And then it was done, and it felt as if molten lead were flowing through his veins. He buried his head in his chest, forgetting all about the declaration he was meant to cry out. Suddenly he remembered, and he shouted, ‘Ndiyindoda!’ But he felt that he had waited too long; the other boys had delivered it immediately; they had been brave and strong. Before this esteemed and watchful audience, he had, he felt, been caught out.[2]

We will never know whether anyone in the audience marked Nelson’s hesitation. But his experience of this signal moment is so precisely expressive of his character. For one, the other boys were better than him; they had mastered pain as Nelson could not.

There was also, in what happened, the summation of a lesson, one he had no doubt begun to master from the day he was taken from Qunu. What is happening inside should be divorced from how one appears; one may be in the grip of the most unsettling thoughts and the most agonizing pain; none of that ought to show.

.  .

Shortly after his initiation, the regent enrolled Nelson in Clarkebury Boarding Institute, the highest place of learning in Thembuland, where he began studying for his Standard Six, the equivalent of the American eighth grade. Until now, he had attended the local school at Mqhekezweni.

Between the Thembu royal house and Clarkebury was an intimate history. The mission had been founded in 1830 when a direct forebear of Nelson’s, Ngubengcuka, was the Thembu king and had given the Methodist missionary William Shaw a piece of land.[3] The upper ranks of the Thembu aristocracy had sent their children to study there ever since. The regent himself had been a student at the school, and on the very day Nelson arrived, Justice, the regent’s son left to continue his education at another famous establishment.

Through this century-long relationship between paramountcy and church, the Methodists watched the Thembu decline. Back in 1830, Ngubengcuka had granted Shaw ground because it was on Thembu territory and thus in his power to grant. A little more than half a century later, Thembuland was annexed by the British; the ground on which Clarkebury stood, on which the Thembu paramountcy’s Great Place stood, all the ground that lay in what was once an independent kingdom, was now part of the Cape Colony. Nelson’s own father had been dismissed from his position as a headman playing the impossible role the white authorities had given him to allocate its land.

This history of subjugation and decline marked Nelson’s journey to Clarkebury in ways he did not know.

The regent personally took him to the school in his magnificent Ford V8, a chauffeur in the driver’s seat, Nelson and the regent in the back: a grand man in a grand vehicle, taking his ward to the finest school.

This image is filled with pathos, for the regent had gone into debt to pay for the Ford, a debt he was unable to service. When Nelson had joined his household four years earlier, the regent was avoiding the Transkei’s largest city, Umtata, because of writs and judgments against him. And the year after Nelson enrolled at Clarkebury, the regent went further into debt to pay for Nelson’s and Justice’s education. Indeed, Jongintaba’s relationship with the magistrate of Umtata was a humiliating one; serially, he petitioned the white man for a larger allowance.[4]

Nelson had no idea. It was inconceivable to him that a man as powerful as the regent might be vulnerable and exposed. He himself was the frail one; the men who commanded his world were like steel.

.  .

In the year Nelson began at Clarkebury, 1935, black schooling in South Africa was in terrible repair. Schools across the country were housed in Christian missions and run by clergymen. Although the provincial governments paid teachers’ salaries, for the rest the mission schools had to fend for themselves. The vast majority had barely enough to provide a rudimentary education.[5]

In the Transkei, the situation was dire. In at least one large area, almost certainly reflecting the territory as a whole, one in seven children went to school. Among those who did, the vast majority attended institutions that went no further than Standard Four or Five, imparting to their students basic reading and writing in Xhosa and elementary arithmetic. The bulk of teachers were barely educated themselves; they instructed their charges via rote learning, not through reason or debate. And most schools had no more than one teacher and one classroom; all classes and all age-groups were taught at once.[6]

And so Clarkebury was not just in a different league from the schools around it; it might as well have been on another planet. Nelson was exposed to classes in which the teachers had university degrees; indeed, two of those teachers were black, one of them among the first black women to graduate from a South African university. Relative to other black South Africans, although certainly not to whites, Nelson was receiving an education of extraordinary privilege.

He found Clarkebury awfully intimidating at first. The Great Place might have seemed grand, but it was at least recognizably African; the two main houses aside, the built structures were made of mud and grass and shaped like beehives. But here he confronted for the first time a place that felt entirely Western. A compound of two dozen rectangular, mortar-and-brick buildings, it was a truly foreign place.

Soon he was to mortify himself. On his first day in school, he ascended a flight of wooden stairs clad in a brand-new pair of boots. Nelson had neither ascended stairs nor worn boots in his life, and the task unmoored him; before an audience of his peers, he clomped around like a newly shod horse.

Among the crowd watching him was a girl. Turning to her friends, she said in a voice loud enough for him to hear, ‘I am not used to wearing shoes.’

He was wild with rage. It took all his self-restraint to stop himself from doing her physical violence. ‘I almost manhandled her,’ he recalled.[7]

It is a story so typical of Nelson’s memories of childhood and youth; he is forever out of his depth, on the verge of humiliation, his dignity scarcely intact.

.  .

Clarkebury was a place of severe Wesleyan austerity. From their first waking moment long before dawn until lights out some sixteen hours later, the students’ days were divided into fragments and to each fragment was assigned a task. It must have made for a bewildering contrast to life at the Great Place and, before that, at Qunu, where for hours on end children were left to themselves. The Wesleyans’ great fear of sex must have been bewildering, too; but for their unavoidable co-presence in the classroom, the mingling of boys and girls was forbidden.

The governor of Clarkebury, the Reverend Cecil Harris, was himself an emblem of this ethic. He was more a field commander than a school head, Nelson later recalled. Everybody, even the white principals of Clarkebury’s training and secondary schools, rose when he entered a room.[8]

But Nelson, it seems, took naturally to the discipline. As an astute biographer has suggested, the self-mastery forced upon him when his family disintegrated was perhaps reinforced by the austere rigors of boarding school.[9] In later years, he spoke fondly of Clarkebury and more fondly still of Harris. Working in the afternoons in the white man’s garden, Nelson watched the reverend intently. More often than not, he noticed, Harris was lost in thought. This solitary meditation intrigued Nelson greatly. He doubted that what was happening in the reverend’s head was as severe as his persona. Indeed, he remembered Harris as a gentle soul, not from his public performances, but from the expression on his face when he was unaware of being watched.[10]

.  .

He was at Clarkebury for just two years. In 1937, at the age of eighteen, he joined Justice at a much grander and more famous Methodist school, Healdtown. It was his first journey outside Thembuland, for Healdtown was a good two hundred miles from the regent’s Great Place. It was also probably the first time he stepped on a train.

He would have arrived at the station in the town of Fort Beaufort in the early evening. No transport was provided for students from the station to Healdtown, a good ten miles away. A lorry greeted them to take their luggage; they themselves had to walk deep into the night.[11] Nelson would thus have seen little of the school on his arrival.

What he saw when he woke in the morning was arresting. Built on a hilltop, Healdtown was a series of interlocking ivy-clad buildings, a veritable replica of an Oxbridge college. Wandering through its innards, he found himself in tree-lined courtyards, their whitewashed walls thicker than any built structure he had seen.

More than a thousand African students registered there for study in the year Nelson arrived, and although Healdtown was situated in the Xhosa heartland, youths from all over southern Africa were enrolled. For the first time, he was to break bread with black people whose first language was not Xhosa.

The pomp of Healdtown’s rituals dwarfed what he had witnessed at Clarkebury. On Sunday mornings, the girls marched down a jacaranda-lined avenue to the rhythm of a brass band, their uniforms an impeccable ensemble of black and white. From the opposite end of the complex, the boys, too, marched, clad in suits and ties. They met in the central square, in sight, but never close enough to touch. The Union Jack was hoisted, and the students stood to attention and sang ‘God Save the King’. Then the whole assembly marched to the church for morning service, girls filling the pews on the left, boys on the right.[12]

.  .

Nowhere does Nelson tell us of the first book he read. Nor do any of his biographers. It might well have been John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, which had been translated into Xhosa decades earlier and was a staple on mission school syllabuses.[13] What we do know is that during his final year at Healdtown he read the first volume of Lord Macaulay’s History of England, for students were examined on it at the end of the year.

Here was a Thembu boy, his political consciousness barely formed, reading of an England superior in every conceivable way: it had built the fiercest navy and commanded the seas; it was home to the world’s first factories and produced most of the manufactured goods humanity consumed; it had developed the common law, the most civilized means devised, Macaulay averred, for regulating human affairs.

Might Nelson have felt humbled and small? Probably. He was later to complain that the history syllabus at school was all about white people, Africans appearing as no more than ‘savages and thieves’.[14] But reading is a complicated business, and a book can form a person in contradictory ways.

Taking in The History of England now, one can only be struck by the power it must have exercised over a boy like Nelson.

For countless generations, Macaulay writes, there was nothing about England that indicated greatness. Cut off from civilization, it was a place of magic and darkness and superstition. And when the world did finally come, it was as conquerors, the Romans first, then the Saxons, then the Danes. And the last of these conquests was brutal. ‘The subjugation of a nation by a nation has seldom, even in Asia, been more complete.’[15]

Then came yet another, Norman, invasion, but in this instance the English fought back with the cunning of a conquered people. ‘Some bold men … betook themselves to the woods … and there … waged a predatory war against their oppressors … Many Normans suddenly disappeared leaving no trace … Death by torture was denounced against the murderers, and a strict search was made for them, but generally in vain; for the whole nation was in a conspiracy to conceal them.’[16]

In Macaulay’s hands, England’s greatness arises when conqueror and conquered make common cause. Four generations after the Norman invasion, a rift opened between the Norman throne on the continent and the Norman aristocrats who ruled England; estranged from their motherland, the oppressors began to identify with the land of the oppressed. ‘The great grandsons of those who had fought under William and the great grandsons of those who had fought under Harold began to draw near to each other in friendship.’ Hence begins the history of the English nation. In the absence of that Norman rift, Macaulay writes, the language of Milton would have remained a local language; Englishmen who had hungered for fame would have made their way to France.

It is extraordinary to contemplate how much of Nelson’s career is foretold in these pages: the revolutionary concealed among his people; the leader of the conquered building a new nation alongside his erstwhile oppressor.

It is all there.




Chapter 3

While Nelson was completing his final year at Healdtown in 1938, the regent was preparing his future. From out of the blue he simply announced it: Nelson would go to the University of Fort Hare to study for a BA. The regent had made the application himself: it was done.

To be going to Fort Hare was a huge leap forward. Aside from a handful of lucky exceptions, it was the only university where black people could study in all of southern Africa. And in the year Nelson enrolled, there were no more than 150 students. To leave with a degree would be to join a very exclusive club.

Not even Justice, the regent’s son, was going to Fort Hare; an indifferent student at Healdtown, he graduated with a Junior Certificate, itself an unusual achievement for a black youth at that time.

When he enrolled at the university, Nelson imagined that upon graduating, he might work in the Department of Native Affairs as an interpreter; with his handsome salary he could raise his family to a new standard; maybe Nosekeni, his mother, would live in ‘a home as spacious and beautiful’ as the Great Place.[1]

Nelson had yet to leave South Africa’s southeastern seaboard and knew no other world. By the standards of his world, his sights were lofty; an interpreter mediated between the public and the very highest white officials; he was imagining coming as close to power as he might. Indeed, the regent had invested so much in Nelson’s education precisely so that a man as worldly as an interpreter might act as counsel to the future king.

.  .

Fort Hare was founded in 1916, twenty-three years before Nelson entered its gates. It stood on the site of an old British fort outside the town of Alice, the symbolism of its location almost too clunky to be true; it was quite literally built on the battlements from which the imperial military crossed the frontier. Two generations later, the fort had become a university; it gathered the grandchildren of the aristocrats the army had conquered to give them a British education.

But the reality of the place was more complicated than the symbolism of its location might suggest. It harboured an assortment of people with complex ideas. Among its teaching staff were two of the most distinguished black scholars on the continent, D. D. T. Jabavu and Z. K. Matthews. Trained by the pioneering anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski at the London School of Economics, Matthews was one of several Africans who used the tools of European ethnography to anticolonial ends.[2] Nelson found himself in Matthews’s classroom; Matthews taught Nelson social anthropology and native law. Sixteen years later, he and Nelson stood trial together for treason.

Fort Hare was just fifteen miles or so from Healdtown, and just a stone’s throw away was another famous mission-run high school for blacks, Lovedale. The three institutions formed a trio in which white and black educators mixed. And the gap between what went on at the surface and underneath was telling. When a visiting speaker addressed a public meeting, for instance, white people sat at the front, while the black teachers employed at the three institutions sat with black students at the back. To question this display of racial hierarchy was beyond the pale; it was simply the way things were. But late at night, the black teachers of Healdtown, Lovedale, and Fort Hare assembled separately and talked, and on at least one of these nights they ridiculed their white colleagues until daybreak, heaping upon them the greatest scorn.[3]

By Nelson’s telling, he was oblivious to these currents. When they washed up against him, he was left confused. World War II began when he was at Fort Hare, and each evening the warden of his boardinghouse briefed the students on the state of the war. When a peer of Nelson’s, Nyathi Khongisa, suggested that it was best that Britain lose, for in a weakened state it might be dispossessed of its empire, Nelson was shocked to his core.[4]

.  .

Like the British institutions on which it was modelled, the university observed rigid hierarchies, and few were as fastidious as the one that decided where students slept. Freshers were thrown together in enormous dormitories. Seniors got their own rooms or, at worst, were paired. Each dormitory elected a house committee, but, incongruously, freshers were ineligible to stand for election, and so dormitories were represented by students who did not sleep in them.

In Nelson’s first year, the freshers usurped this long-standing practice and chose their own committee. Nelson was one of those elected. The seniors objected, of course. One of them, an eloquent English speaker named Rex Tatane, asked out loud how the seniors could possibly accept being governed by a bumpkin like Mandela who could not even speak proper English. He switched accents, replacing his very proper elocution with an exaggerated version of Nelson’s country tongue. The group of seniors surrounding him laughed scathingly.

Nelson and his comrades said nothing, but the following day they passed a resolution that the seniors would from now on sleep in the big dormitories. It was a humiliation too intolerable to contemplate. Rex Tatane, in something of a panic, appealed to the college warden, the Reverend A. J. Cook, and the two sides assembled in Cook’s office. No sooner had the meeting begun than Tatane began to weep; to undress and lie down to sleep among boys his junior was to die a thousand deaths, he pleaded. Alarmed, Cook took mercy on him. He positively begged the freshers to change their minds. ‘No, no, no, no, please,’ Nelson later recalled him saying. ‘This chap, you see, is going to break down completely.’

Nelson and his colleagues were unmoved. The harder Tatane wept, the deeper their resolve grew. They tossed Cook a wager. If he reversed their decision, they told him, they would resign. And they had strong student support, enough to ensure
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