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THE STORY
After years of nonviolent protests in South Africa, one of the
biggest and one of the oldest multiracial political parties,
the African National Congress (ANC), started pushing for the
formation of a military wing to fight against the apartheid
regime. Together with some of his comrades across South Africa,
Nelson Mandela formed the ANC military wing, uMkhonto we
Sizwe. Considered a threat by the apartheid government, he
could not do any of the work of setting up the military wing in
plain sight but had to be undercover, staying at different places.
His ability to hide earned him the moniker the Black Pimpernel
from the media, just like the hero of Baroness Orczy’s novel,
The Scarlet Pimpernel, set during the French Revolution.

THE AUTHOR
Zukiswa Wanner is a South African writer who was born in Zambia
where her Zimbabwean mother and her South African father were
political exiles. Her father was one of the early recruits in uMkhonto
we Sizwe, the military wing that Nelson Mandela set up and which
is the subject of this book. As part of the research for this book,
she reached out to some of his old comrades to verify some
information. She has a 15 year old son who acts as a beta reader for
her and her friends’ children’s books and was a beta reader for this
one (although he is too old for it). Zukiswa lives in Nairobi, Kenya
with her son and partner. She likes reading, swimming and long
walks in different African cities.

THE SETTING
The Black Pimpernel is largely set in apartheid South
Africa from March 1961 to August 1962. It kicks off at a
meeting in Johannesburg where our hero is asked to go
underground. Among the places Nelson Mandela travels to
in the book are Pietemaritzburg, Durban and Cape Town.
But mostly, he is based in Johannesburg. It is here where
he has close run-ins with the police and almost gets
caught. Once, while in a car at a robot (that’s what we
call traffic lights in South Africa), he sees the police in
the next car. He is relieved when they do not see him. It
is ironic that with all these near calls in Johannesburg,
it is when he is on the road on the way from Durban to
Johannesburg that he is finally caught by the police.

THE HERO – NELSON MANDELA
Rolihlahla Mandela was born in Mvezo in the in what is
now the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa on 18 July 1918. His name at
birth was ‘Rolihlahla’ which means ‘troublemaker; in isiXhosa. He was given
the name Nelson by his teacher at school because everyone in school was
expected to have a Christian name. After his arrest at the end of this book,
Nelson was sentenced to life in prison and served 27 years. This was mostly
at Robben Island but also at Pollsmoor Prison and Victor Verster Prison in
Cape Town. He was released from prison in 1991 when Frederick De Klerk’s
government unbanned the opposition political parties after economic
and militant pressure from inside and outside the country. Nelson Mandela
became South Africa’s first democratically elected President from 1994 to
1999, serving only one term.

ROBERT SOBUKWE
Robert Sobukwe was one of the many important figures whose story didn’t fit into
this book. A political dissident like Nelson Mandela, he founded the Pan Africanist
Congress in 1959, a separate political organization to the ANC,
that campaigned against apartheid. In 1960, he was arrested for
organizing and taking part in protests against Pass Laws – laws
that instructed African men and women to carry passes with
them at all times. Like Nelson, Robert was imprisoned at Robben
Island. Towards the end of his initial prison sentence, a new law
was passed which allowed the Minister of Justice to renew his
sentence every year if he felt like it. The law became known as
the ‘Sobukwe Clause’, and Robert served an extra six years in
prison because of it. He was the only person who the apartheid
government considered dangerous enough to use this clause on.

SOWETO UPRISINGS
In 1974, the Regional Director of the Northern Transvaal Region (which
included Soweto) made a decree that forced all Black schools to teach equally in both
Afrikaans and English. The apartheid regime’s reasoning was that black people would be
working to be employees for white people, so these two languages would serve them well. In
response, on 16 June 1976, between 10,000 and 20,000 students from schools across Soweto
walked towards Orlando Stadium for a rally to object against being forced to learn Afrikaans.
The police set a dog on the protestors, who responded by killing it. Then the police began to
shoot directly at the children. Among the first to be killed was 12 year old Hector Pieterson.
Twenty three people died on 16 June, which has now been designated by the United Nations
as Day of the African Child. The protests went on until towards the end of 1976 and the people
who died are estimated at being 176 to 700. Many of the protest organisers went into exile or
were arrested, with some getting prison sentences and others being killed by police.

WINNIE MANDELA
Nomzamo Winifred Zanyiwe Madikizela-Mandela was born on
26 September 1936 in Bizana, Eastern Cape. She was a political
person in her own right, who was deeply involved in antiapartheid politics and was a major figure of resistance while
her husband was in jail. When Nelson was sent to Robben
Island, Winnie was persecuted by the authorities – where she
could live and who she could see was strictly controlled, and
she was at times kept in solitary confinement
in prison. While Nelson was in prison, Winnie
became associated with a vigilante group
called the Mandela United Football Club,
making her a controversial figure. After Winnie
and Nelson divorced in 1992, she was sidelined
from the ANC but remained very popular with
many party members and served as an MP. She
died on 2 April 2018.

DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS IN SOUTH AFRICA
IXam is an extinct South African language formerly spoken by the !Xam-Kha ! e,
believed to be among the first people in South Africa. Although last spoken in 1910,
it has left some of its history for the citizens of the southernmost country on
the African continent. The country’s motto !ke e: Ixarra IIke, which means ‘diverse
people, unite’, best explains the many different ethnic groups in the country.
South Africa has eleven official ethnic groups and languages. These are: Sepedi,
isiZulu, Tshivenda, English, isiXhosa, Setswana, XiTsonga, Afrikaans, IsiNdebele,
Sesotho and Siswati. It is important to note that the Khoikhoi and the San,
considered as the First People in South Africa have been decimated in numbers
and have lost many of their languages. Many of them do however speak Afrikaans
and indeed, the average South African speaks at least two languages. Many others
too can understand a language but are not able to converse in it well. This is
particularly common in Johannesburg, where
many different ethnic groups gather. It is quite
ordinary for someone to ask a question is Sesotho
and get an answer in isiZulu. The national anthem
is sung in five of the national languages: isiXhosa,
isiZulu, Sesotho, English and Afrikaans.
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