Nelson Mandela  a Biographical Sketch

In his acknowledgements, Mr. Meredith gave thanks to Nelson Mandela and to his friends and colleagues who were so forthcoming about him.  Mr. Meredith spent much of his life writing about Africa. He was a foreign correspondent for the London Observer and Sunday Times, then as a research fellow at St. Antony’s College Oxford.  He is now an independent author and commentator. His study of South Africa during the post war era,  In the name of Apartheid was published in 1988. And his study of South Africa’s 1994 election, South Africa’s New Era, followed in that same year.

Mandela was born in a peasant village on the banks of the Mabash River in Thembuland.  The Xhosa name given to Mandela at his birth on July 18, 1918 was “Rolihlahla, which meant pulling the Branch of a tree” {pg.5}, “but more colloquially troublemaker”. {pg. 6}. On his first day of school an African teacher gave him his English name of Nelson.

His father was the headman of the village. His position was dependent not only upon the tribal lineage, but he also needed approval from the white officials in the cape colonial administration. He was well known for being a stubborn man, which would cost him his ‘standing’ in the village. There was a dispute over some cattle, and he refused to answer a summons to appear before the local magistrate. He believed it was more of a tribal concern, and not part of the magistrate’s jurisdiction. He was relived of his position as headman, lost his government stipend, most of his cattle, land, and the money he would have made from it. He sent his wife and young Mandela to the village that his wife grew-up in, so that her family could help support her and his young son. It was there that Mandela spent his boy hood.

 Mandela later studied at the University College of Fort Hare as well at the University of Witwatersrand, where he received his law degree. In 1944 he joined the ANC {African National Congress}. They believed in fighting for the African liberation from white rule. In 1948 he was involved in the resistance that was against the Ruling National Party’s apartheid policies. He was put on trial for treason in 1956 through 1961 when he was acquitted.  In 1962 Mandela was once again arrested and this time he was sentenced to five years of hard labor.  Many of his fellow leaders of the ANC with Mandela were arrested in 1963 for plotting to over throw the government by violence. June 12, 1964 he and eight of the accused were sentenced to life imprisonment. On numerous occasions he could have won his freedom if he would renounced his political views, which of course he refused. Through the years he was accepted as the most significant black leader in South Africa and became a symbol of resistance as the anti-apartheid movement gained strength. A “cry” went out world wide to free Mandela.  On February 11, 1990 after being in prison for twenty-eight years, he was released back to freedom.   In 1991 he became president of ANC, then on May 10, 1994 he took the oath of office as the President of South Africa.

In a part of his epilogue, Mr. Meredith wrote: “ The golden age of which Mandela dreamed remains a distant prospect. Nevertheless, the transformation of South Africa from a country that was riven by racial division and violence to a fledgling democracy stands as one of the supreme triumphs of the late twentieth century. Mandela’s role in that transformation was vital to its success.” {pg.555}. 

Nelson Mandela remained as President until 1999, when he chose not to run again. He did however stay in public life until in June of 2004, eighty-four years of age.  Because of health issues he announced his retirement from his public life. He and his third wife, Graca Mahel live in his birth place Qunu, Transki.
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