Australian Teacher Notes – Tree Shaker  - The Story of Nelson Mandela

Synopsis

Tree Shaker – The Story of Nelson Mandela is an informative and compelling biography of this famous freedom fighter. It describes the early history of South Africa, and the forces that led to the introduction of the apartheid system.  Apartheid was a system that left the majority black population of the country without rights or representation in the whites-only goverment of their country. The book focuses on Nelson Mandela’s critical role in the struggle to bring down this unjust system. The struggle led him to spend more than 27 years of his life in prison, including time on the notorious Robben Island. The story follows him from his childhood in a small village in the Transkei, to his time in Soweto as a young lawyer and leader in the ANC. It follows him to Robben Island, to his release from prison, and on to his inaugeration in 1994 as the first president of a newly free and democratic South Africa. The book also assesses Mandela’s achievements as a charismatic leader, a negotiator and a politician. 

Writing Style 

The book is written in a clear, direct, non-fiction style. The story is divided into chapters with striking photographs, illustrations, captions, maps and quotations. The book also includes a timeline, and original articles that document the events and opinions of the time. 

Author Background

Bill Keller, journalist and editor of The New York Times, won the Pulitzer Prize for his coverage of the Soviet Union in 1989. He was chief of the Johannesburg bureau from 1992-1995, witnessing at first hand the remarkable events that led, in 1994, to the first free elections in South Africa.

Editorial Comment

Tree Shaker – The Story of Nelson Mandela has been thoroughly researched by the author and editor. It has also been checked for factual accuracy by the author, as well as by the expert consultant. Careful research has ensured that the illustrations clearly promote understanding of the topics covered. 

Teacher Activities/Notes

· Do you think there was anything in Nelson Mandela’s early life that marked him out as a future leader? Write your own account of Mandela’s childhood emphasising the things that did, or did not, foretell his future.

· Can you imagine what your own early life would have been like, if you had grown up in a South African township during the apartheid era. Write your own fictional account of the first 10 years of your life as a member of a poor South African family living in a township like Soweto.

· Find out more about the Freedom Charter. How was it drawn up? What are its main principles? Design your own information leaflet about the Freedom Charter, quoting from the charter the principles that most represented the hopes and aspirations of non-white South African people in the 1950s. 


· Nelson Mandela was often called a communist by the apartheid government, and South Africa was often referred to as a ‘bulwark against communism’. Using reference books and the Internet find out about the Cold War between the capitalist West (the USA and its allies, including Australia and New Zealand) and the communist East (the USSR, now Russia, and its allies). Why do you think that Western governments were prepared to tolerate apartheid in South Africa?
· How did Nelson Mandela spend his time on Robben Island? Did the conditions of his imprisonment change over the years? What was he able to achieve in prison? How did his prison experience help him once he was released? Write your own assessment of the effect of this experience on Mandela’s future role as negotiator and then president of South Africa.

· Imagine you are the lucky journalist who has been granted an interview with Nelson Mandela. The year is 1993. Write down the list of questions you are going to ask this famous person.


· Archbishop Desmund Tutu coined the phrase ‘rainbow nation’ to describe post-apartheid South Africa after 1994. How did Nelson Mandela promote a unified and proud ‘rainbow nation’ during his presidency? Conduct your own research on this and write a report on what you discover.

· Choose the articles at the end of the book that affected you most. Write a summary of the article, and explain what is it was about it that moved, saddened, inspired or interested you.

· What challenges does South Africa face today? Conduct you own research into the living conditions of South Africans in the 21st century. Then compile a list of facts to demonstrate your discoveries.

· Write a 500-word obituary for Nelson Mandela. Describe his life, his struggles, his sacrifices and his achievements. Assess the importance of his place in world history.

