Beverley Naidoo

http://www.penguin.co.uk/nf/Author/AuthorPage/0,,1000027454,00.html
Much of her writing is inspired by the personal challenges young people face because of politics around them – for instance, as a street child in South Africa in No Turning Back or as a refugee in London in The Other Side of the Truth.
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Born: Johannesburg, South Africa, May 21st 1943
Jobs: NGO worker, Teacher, Education Adviser
Lives: Bournemouth
First Book: Journey To Jo'burg, 1985
Born in South Africa, Beverley Naidoo grew up as a white child under apartheid – the racist system that denied equality and justice to black South Africans. As a student she became involved in resistance to apartheid and, at 21, was detained under the notorious ‘Ninety Days’ law.
Beverley was exiled from South Africa in 1965 and wrote her first two novels, Journey To Jo'burg and Chain of Fire, in the UK. While Journey To Jo'burg won awards in the UK and USA, it was banned in South Africa until 1991. [What happened in 1991?...] Prevented from doing research for Chain of Fire in South Africa, Beverley immersed herself in materials smuggled out of the country by journalists, photographers and researchers.
Research for Beverley’s new novel The Other Side of Truth took her to London, exploring life for young people forced overnight to become refugees. In The Other Side of Truth, 12 year-old Sade and her brother Femi are sent to London to escape political trouble in Nigeria. They find themselves alone in a new – often hostile – environment. Beverley deftly weaves together themes of political oppression, exile, Africa and childhood. 
WHAT SHE SAYS...
"Like my schooling, my reading as a white child in South Africa did nothing to challenge the complacency of white domination. But there was one book relating to another great crime that affected me deeply... The Diary of Anne Frank... I recall identifying strongly with the teenage Anne, imagining myself subjected to Nazi terror, not once suspecting that I myself was part of a system engaged in its own kind of ethnic cleansing."

"For me the question was always: how can I convey such brutal abuse of power without losing my young readers' hopes and beliefs that there can be other ways in which human beings relate to each other?"
As Nigeria slid from one coup to the next, I became painfully aware of how difficult it was for people of honour to survive when corruption becomes a way of life. Nigerian friends in London told the same story. There was the awful irony of Nigeria experiencing its most brutal dictatorship, under General Sani Abacha, at the point when South Africa achieved the near miracle of its first democratic elections. Abacha’s execution of the internationally known writer Ken Saro-Wiwa in November 1995 carried special resonances. Making Papa a writer, in my novel, felt natural. My brother had been a journalist in South Africa and after his release from prison he, like other writers critical of the regime, had been banned from writing. Some of my own work, written outside the country, had been banned. Writers featured constantly in my research into Abacha’ s repression. 

 I also instinctively knew that I wanted to see this story (The Other Side Of Truth) from the viewpoint of a girl of twelve with a younger brother. Seeing events, personal to political, through the eyes of a young person encourages a freshness of vision. It forces me to research from a particular viewpoint, to be extremely observant and to make leaps of imagination. The child’s perspective often throws up sharp contradictions between what the child expects and what happens. What child getting ready for school, preparing her schoolbag, expects to hear her mother screaming, followed by gunshots? 
http://www.beverleynaidoo.com/home.html 

Foreword

"I was born and brought up a 'Jo'burg girl' in what has been one of the world's most openly racist countries: South Africa. I was sent to a whites-only school. It was like being brought up to be a horse with blinkers. Luckily when I left school, I met people who challenged me... and I was able to take off the blinkers. I began to feel very angry about the terrible things that I could see I was part of. 
Now I am writing about children in other parts of the world too. The Other Side of Truth follows the flight to London of two children whose father is an outspoken journalist in Nigeria at the time of the dictator General Abacha. I was delighted and honoured to be awarded the Carnegie Medal for this book.

I have always loved stories. Books are windows to other worlds. There are so many stories to be told about young people who do amazing things to survive. I hope to continue exploring and writing about them." Beverley Naidoo
	


	Why did you move away from South Africa in The Other Side of Truth?
I am interested in children who struggle against injustice and other difficulties wherever they are. Over the years I have learned about Nigeria through friends and some very fine writers. However the soldiers who stole power for many years destroyed much that was good, including people who spoke out against them. After they executed the writer Ken Saro-Wiwa, I began to think about a story which involved the children of an outspoken journalist. I wanted to explore how these children would cope with being thrown from a comfortable family in Lagos to becoming - overnight - refugees alone in London.


Awards & Special Recognition for The Other Side of Truth
Sankei Children's Book Award, Japan 2003
International Board on Books for Young People Honour Book, 2002
Jane Addams Book Award (older children category), USA 2002
American Library Association Booklist Top of the List, USA 2001
A Best Book for Young Adults American Library Association, USA 2001
Notable Children's Trade Book in the Field of Social Studies, USA 2001
Smarties Book Prize Silver Medal, UK 2000**
Carnegie Medal, UK 2000
Arts Council Writer's Award for work-in-progress, UK 1999
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**Smarties Silver Medal Award: The prize was overshadowed by the tragic killing in November of 10-year-old Nigerian schoolboy Damilola Taylor in South London. 
His complaints of bullying carried strong echoes of events in the novel. The book is dedicated to him.
Why have you set so many novels and short stories in South Africa? 

It is where I spent my childhood. For a long time South Africa was a very sick society. No justice, no equality, no democracy. Only white people had power and they made everything depend on skin colour. My father migrated from Cornwall in England when the tin mines were closing and gold was discovered in South Africa in the 1880s. As a child I never questioned why I could live with my parents in a comfortable home, go to school, play in the park and do all sorts of things black children were not free to do. My upbringing led me to believe that white people were superior and it was natural for them to have the best of everything. But when I realised how false this was, I became very angry at all the injustice around me - and how I was part of it. I had been brought up with blinkers. Later, when I began to write, I wanted to write stories that would challenge narrow ways of seeing. 

What made you change your own ways of seeing? 

Luckily when I went to university, I met people who challenged me to open my eyes. It was the early 1960s when the African National Congress was banned and Nelson Mandela went 'underground' before he was captured. I became involved in resistance to apartheid which taught me a lot. Eight weeks of solitary confinement in jail, when I was twenty one, gave me a sense of how the country was a giant jail for most of its people. I was still a very 'small fish' at the time of my arrest. But I was very aware of the enormous commitment of many people who risked long sentences and even death for their beliefs.

What gave you the idea for the storyline of Journey to Jo'burg?
As a white child in South Africa I had, as it were, two mothers. My second mother was a black cook-nanny who saw that I was washed and fed and was always around to talk with me when my own mother was busy. Yet I was brought up to see her as a servant and to call her 'Mary'. While all white adults had to be addressed as either 'Mr' or Mrs' or 'Aunty' or 'Uncle', I was brought up calling all black adults by their first names, which was extremely rude. Traditionally in African society respect is also conveyed through language. That is why, in Journey to Jo'burg Naledi and Tiro call anyone older 'Mma' or 'Rra'. As a child I also simply accepted that the person who looked after me ate her food off a tin plate and that her own three children lived far away. I never really thought what it must be like for them to be without their mother. One day she got a telegram and collapsed in front of me. Two of her small daughters had got diphtheria and died. I remember being sad and shocked - but I still didn't ask WHY? I could not have caught diphtheria because as a white child I had been inoculated. It was only some years later that I began to ask the important questions. Journey to Jo'burg is dedicated to the memory of those two young children and their mother. When I was writing, I wanted to explore for myself what it would be like to be separated from your mother when you most needed her. I also wanted to feel in touch with the courage of young black people in South Africa who were determined not to put up with racism and apartheid any longer.

Why was Journey to Jo'burg banned in South Africa?

I can only guess because the government didn't give any reasons. One likely reason was that that half of the book's royalties were going to a banned organisation, the British Defence and Aid Fund for Southern Africa, which was helping the families of political prisoners. Perhaps another reason was that the apartheid government thought it would encourage readers to ask challenging questions - especially young white South Africans who were being brought up to think that racism and discrimination were normal.

Is what you write true?

Fiction is a very good way of exploring reality, especially different viewpoints. I tend to do a lot of research before I create a story and characters that are fictional. So my stories are true in the sense that everything that happens could happen. That was why at the beginning of Journey to Jo'burg there are two press cuttings about real children who made incredible journeys to find their mothers.

How do you go about writing?
I start with writing notes on scraps of paper as well as beginning a notebook. This is my 'first ideas' stage. When researching, I talk to people, visit places, take photographs, read and so on. The next stage is working out a plot. Although my plot may change a bit as I write, it is important for me to have a sense of the shape of the whole story and how I intend to tell it. Afterwards comes the actual writing - usually draft after draft! Then editing - by myself and with my editor. I often ask a few people to whom I have spoken while researching if they will read my story and comment. This helps me get a bit of distance from what I've written. Altogether, it's a long slow process - but very satisfying in the end.

