
How Nelson Mandela forever changed South Africa. 

 Nelson Mandela (Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela) is famous for his strength and determination to fight 

for equality and peace throughout the world. He was born on 18th July 1918 in Mvezo, South Africa and 

sadly died in 2013. He was the President of South Africa and a civil rights activist ; this meant he 

dedicated his life to secure equal opportunities for members of minority groups (in this case, black 

people).  He is best known for becoming the first black President of South Africa and a civil rights 

hero! 

 As a youngster, Nelson was actually called Rolihlahla Mandela, and it wasn't until he was seven 

that his teacher gave him the name Nelson at school and it stuck forevermore. Nelson Mandela was 

born into royalty ; his father, who was called Henry, was chief of a tribe in south Africa called 

the Tembu, and his great grandfather was the tribe’s king! Sadly, his father died when he was just nine 

years old. Nelson studied hard at school and later attended the University of Fort Hare, the South 

African Native College. He then moved to the city of Johannesburg to study law at the University of 

the Witwatersrand, before qualifying as a lawyer in 1942, aged 24.  

 South Africa is home to many different peoples and cultures – so much so that it’s been 

nicknamed the ‘rainbow nation’. But, sadly, at the time that Nelson Mandela was growing up, there was 

a huge racial divide in the country. White people ran the country, and they generally led privileged 

lives with good jobs, nice homes and access to good schools and healthcare. Most black people, 

however, worked in low-paid jobs, and lived in poor communities with poor facilities. They had far fewer 

rights, too – they weren’t even allowed to vote in elections! Like many others, Nelson Mandela felt that 

everyone deserved to be treated the same, regardless of their skin colour. And so in 1944 he joined 

the African National Congress (ANC) – a political group that strived for equal rights for whites and 

blacks. In 1948, the South African government introduced a system called ‘apartheid’, which furthered 

racial divide in the country even more. Under new racist laws, black people and white people were 

forced to lead separate lives. They weren’t allowed to live in the same areas, share a table in a 

restaurant, attend the same schools or even sit together on a train or bus!  

 Nelson Mandela, who was a huge part of the ANC, spent many years being chased by the South 

African police because of his actions to end apartheid. He was eventually arrested and spent 27 years 

in prison for his beliefs. Finally, in 1988, the South African government began to change : in 1990 

Mandela was freed from prison and called for all South Africans to live in Peace.  



He then became leader of the African Congress 

party and in 1994 won the election and became 

South Africa’s first black President. Many people 

around the world considered him a hero, and he 

was respected by everyone for his courage and 

wisdom in bringing people together and living in 

peace.  

 Nelson Mandela’s spirit and values are still very much alive to this day, and he will forever be 

remembered. He wrote a book called “Long Walk to Freedom”, where people can read about the struggles 

he faced in his battle against discrimination and fight for equality. In 2009, Nelson’s birthday, 18 July, 

was officially named ‘Nelson Mandela Day’. Every year on this day, people around the world honour his 

legacy by helping their communities and making the world a better place.  


