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1. A Juening Point in History

he morning of May 10, 1994, was bright and clear. Leaders from

around the world had gathered in Pretoria, South Africa, for the
largest international gathering ever held on the African continent. The
air crackled" with excitement as visitors from Europe, Asia, Africa, and
America took their places. Blacks and whites sat side by side in the
glistening® sandstone amphitheater'>. Few could have imagined such a
scene a decade earlier, when South Africa was locked in a titanic® and
violent struggle between the races. But that time was a memory that
many hoped would quickly fade. The world’s leaders were in Pretoria to
mark the change.

The assembled leaders were indeed impressive—but not nearly as
impressive as the historic event they had come to honor. They were
witnessing nothing short of the birth of a new nation.

Like a lion, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela, newly elected president of
South Africa, strode across the stage to the podium®, and all eyes fol-
lowed him in silence. There was a youthful spring in his step—despite his
seventy-six years, despite the nearly three decades he had spent in South
African prisons. He greeted the audience with open arms. It was easy to
see how his name had become a rallying call, his face a symbol of survival,
his spirit the very essense of freedom. As he
acknowledged kings and queens, presidents
and prime ministers, they leaned forward in
their seats so as not to miss a word.

“Today, all of us do, by our presence
here, and by our celebration in other parts of
our country and the world, confer'® glory and
hope to newborn liberty,” Mandela intoned!”
with a voice full of a strange power. It
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1. A Jurning Point in History

was clear, even to the most insensitive, that this was not just another
inauguration!" speech. In his words could be heard the echo of genera-
tions of South Africans, alive and dead, who had struggled to be free.
His voice seemed infused” with the voices of those who had been
massacred”! in Sharpeville and Soweto—of Steven Biko and thousands
of others who had been detained, beaten, and even killed—the voices of
all the restless souls who had died to change the nation.

But Mandela’s words were also charged with the compassion of a
man who had known too much violence and hatred. “We have triumphed
in the effort to implant hope in the breasts of the millions of our people,”
he said. “We enter into a covenant'* that we shall build the society in
which all South Africans, both black and white, will be able to walk tall,
without any fear in their hearts, assured of their unalienable® right to
human dignity—a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world.”

The audience nodded, sighed, and clapped. Mandela’s own example
offered hope to not only South Africans but also to the world at large. He
had stood up to forces of oppression and spent more than a quarter of a
century in prison for his trouble. Yet he had come out unbowed and
prepared to continue the struggle. At a point in life when most men retire,
Nelson Mandela took the helm'® of a new nation. He had traveled a long
way—and crossed many famous rivers.
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olihlahla Mandela was born on July 18, 1918, in the small village
R of Mvezo in South Africa. This rural community sits in an area full
of rolling hills, fertile valleys, and generous streams. It is about 800
miles east of Cape Town, 550 miles south of Johannesburg, and next to
the blue waters of the Indian Ocean. This land, called the Transkei region,
is the traditional homeland of the Xhosa, one of the largest ethnic groups
in South Africa.

Rolihlahla was born into the Thembu clan'"! within the Xhosa nation.
From the beginning, he was steeped'® in the culture of this group. At
birth, he was not called Nelson, the name by which he later became
known. Instead, he bore the traditional Xhosa name Rolihlahla. Accord-
ing to custom, Xhosa people were given names that described them in
some way or suggested what they might become. Rolihlahla meant “pull-
ing the branch of a tree.” Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa, Rolihlahla’s father,
gave this name to his son.

Rolihlahla was born into a royal Xhosa family. Gadla Henry
Mphakanyiswa was a minor chief in the village of Mvezo. Like a mayor,
he kept business moving in the village and settled disputes. When
necessary, he assumed the role of Jjudge and decided cases according
to tribal law. Finally, he served as some-
thing of a prime minister, or chief adviser,
to the highest tribal authority, the Thembu
king.

Rolihlahla loved his father and was very
proud of his experience, his wisdom, and the
way people in the community looked up to
him. The man provided the first lessons in
leadership for his son.
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“In later years, I discovered that my father was not only an adviser
to kings but a king-maker,” Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela later wrote in
his autobiography!"!| Long Walk to Freedom. He explained that in the
1920s, the Xhosa king Jongilizwe had died unexpectedly. The heir ap-
parent had been too young to assume the throne, and a dispute had bro-
ken out over which other heir should claim the role in the interim®'
Rolihlahla’s father took a controversial stance®™ to support a man who
was fairly low in the pecking order'¥! but who was the best educated—a
man named Jongintaba.

Mphakanyiswa’s opinion carried the day'®! and Jongintaba was
installed'! as acting king, or regent!”’, The elders soon applauded the
decision—and the wisdom and good fortune J ongintaba would bring to
the Xhosa people. As it turned out, the choice would also make a differ-
ence for the Mandela family. But that would be years in coming.

A Legacy of Struggle

During Rolihlahla’s youth, his society was changing rapidly. The
old tribal ways were yielding to new ideas about religion, housing,
clothing, and marriage. Many neighbors threw out the old ideas, but
Rolihlahla’s father held fast to the traditional way of life.

According to custom, Mphakanyiswa had four wives. Rolihlahla’s
mother, Nosekeni Fanny, was the third.
Rolihlahla was the oldest of his mother’s
children but the youngest male among all his
father’s children. Between the four wives,
Mphakanyiswa produced thirteen children:
four boys and nine girls.

The entire family did not live together
under one roof. Each wife had her own kraal®
a rural homestead that included fields for




