
Nelson Mandela Biography 

President (non-U.S.), Writer, Civil Rights Activist (1918–2013) 

Nelson Mandela became the first black president of South Africa in 1994, serving until 1999. A 

symbol of global peacemaking, he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1993. 

 
 
Nelson Mandela was born on July 18, 1918, in Mveso, Transkei, South Africa. Becoming 

actively involved in the anti-apartheid movement in his 20s, Mandela joined the African National 

Congress in 1942. For 20 years, he directed a campaign of peaceful, nonviolent defiance against 

the South African government and its racist policies. In 1993, Mandela and South African 

President F.W. de Klerk were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts to dismantle 

the country's apartheid system. In 1994, Mandela was inaugurated as South Africa's first black 

president. In 2009, Mandela's birthday (July 18) was declared "Mandela Day" to promote global 

peace and celebrate the South African leader's legacy. 

At the suggestion of one of his father's friends, Mandela was baptized in the Methodist Church. 

He went on to become the first in his family to attend school. As was custom at the time, and 

probably due to the bias of the British educational system in South Africa, Mandela's teacher told 

him that his new first name would be Nelson. 

When Mandela was 9 years old, his father died of lung disease, causing his life to change 

dramatically.  

He was adopted by Chief Jongintaba Dalindyebo, the acting regent of the Thembu people—a 

gesture done as a favor to Mandela's father, who, years earlier, had recommended Jongintaba be 

made chief. Mandela subsequently left the carefree life he knew in Qunu, fearing that he would 

never see his village again. He traveled by motorcar to Mqhekezweni, the provincial capital of 

Thembuland, to the chief's royal residence. Though he had not forgotten his beloved village of 

Qunu, he quickly adapted to the new, more sophisticated surroundings of Mqhekezweni. In 

1939, Mandela enrolled at the University College of Fort Hare, the only residential center of 

higher learning for blacks in South Africa at the time. Fort Hare was considered Africa's 

equivalent of the University of Oxford or Harvard University. In his second year at Fort Hare, 

Mandela was elected to the Student Representative Council. 

 

Mandela was married three times, beginning with Evelyn Ntoko Mase (m. 1944-1957). The 

couple had four children together: Madiba Thembekile, Makgatho, Makaziwe and Maki.  
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 In 1956, Mandela and 150 others were arrested and charged with treason for their political 

advocacy (they were eventually acquitted).  

Mandela wed Winnie Madikizela in 1958; the couple had two daughters together, Zenani and 

Zindziswa, before splitting in 1996. Two years later, Mandela married Graca Machel 

In 1961, Mandela, who was formerly committed to nonviolent protest, began to believe that 

armed struggle was the only way to achieve change. He subsequently co-founded Umkhonto we 

Sizwe, also known as MK, an armed offshoot of the ANC dedicated to sabotage and guerilla war 

tactics to end apartheid. In 1961, Mandela orchestrated a three-day national workers' strike. He 

was arrested for leading the strike the following year, and was sentenced to five years in prison. 

In 1963, Mandela was brought to trial again. This time, he and 10 other ANC leaders were 

sentenced to life imprisonment for political offenses, including sabotage. Nelson Mandela was 

incarcerated on Robben Island for 18 of his 27 years in prison. During this time, he contracted 

tuberculosis and, as a black political prisoner, received the lowest level of treatment from prison 

workers. However, while incarcerated, Mandela was able to earn a Bachelor of Law degree 

through a University of London correspondence program. Mandela's release was finally 

announced—on February 11, 1990. In 1991, Mandela was elected president of the African 

National Congress, with lifelong friend and colleague Oliver Tambo serving as national 

chairperson. In 1993, Mandela and President de Klerk were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace 

Prize for their work toward dismantling apartheid. And due in no small part to their work, 

negotiations between black and white South Africans prevailed: On April 27, 1994, South Africa 

held its first democratic elections. Nelson Mandela was inaugurated as the country's first black 

president on May 10, 1994, at the age of 77, with de Klerk as his first deputy. Also in 1994, 

Mandela published an autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom, much of which he had secretly 

written while in prison. Mandela was diagnosed and treated for prostate cancer in 2001. In June 

2004, at the age of 85, he announced his formal retirement from public life and returned to his 

native village of Qunu. Nelson Mandela made his last public appearance at the final match of the 

World Cup in South Africa in 2010.The First Lady, Michelle Obama visited Mandela during her 

trip to South Africa in 2011. After suffering a lung infection in January 2011, Mandela was 

briefly hospitalized in Johannesburg to undergo surgery for a stomach ailment in early 2012. He 

was released after a few days, later returning to Qunu. Mandela would be hospitalized many 

times over the next several years—in December 2012, March 2013 and June 2013—for further 

testing and medical treatment relating to his recurrent lung infection. Following his June 2013 

hospital visit, Mandela's wife, Graca Machel, canceled a scheduled appearance in London to 

remain at her husband's his side, and his daughter, On December 5, 2013, at the age of 95, 

Nelson Mandela died at his home in Johannesburg, South Africa. 
 
Understanding Text: 

 

1. When was Nelson Mandela Born? 

2. How Many years did Mandela direct a campaign of peaceful, nonviolent defiance against 

the South African government and its racist policies 

3. How many times was Mandela Married? 

4. When did the First Lady of the U.S. visit Mandela? 

5. When did Nelson Mandela pass? How old was he? 
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1. July 18, 1918 

2. 20 years 

3. Three 

4. 2011 

5. December 5, 2013, 95 

 
 
 
 
 
 


