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    This book is dedicated to my children Mahali Leseli and 


    Chapatso Kgosi, and to the memory of my grandparents 


    Mongangane and Mahadi, of my father Moses, of my cousin 


    Limpho Masithela, and of my friend Thapelo Molekwa.
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    Moruti Wa Sekuta (Evangelist on a scooter) BY NKOSINATHI QUWE (2020)

  


  
    Author’s note


    The figure of my grandfather, Mongangane Wilfred Mofokeng, was a constant in my life for over 32 years. He lived a long life of service, dedication and conscientious effort towards making the lives of others better. My enduring earliest memory of him was when I had to go to school in Grade 1 and how he was always up first in the kitchen to prepare my lunchbox, which would more often than not be boiled eggs and bread. It became a staple and also a butt of jokes in the class whenever anyone caught a whiff of a foul smell wafting in the air. Then there was my equally hardworking grandmother who stood by him side by side. She had the most influence in how I view the world and always had something to say about everything. All I wanted was to sit at her feet and listen to what she had to say. She was a disciplinarian and comedian in equal measure.


    This book is essentially telling their story from a perspective of their grandchild. But it steps beyond the walls of our house in Gelukspan, a rural settlement in the district of Ditsobotla (Lichtenburg), North West. It goes to Gauteng, Free State, Lesotho and France. It’s a historical record of one South African family and a descendant seeking to find understanding of his place in an everchanging society.


    In writing history, I retained the original spellings of names, places and things that were written differently at that time to re-flect the period. Current names are reflected as such – for example, Mafeking becomes Mahikeng where I am referring to the place in the present. Where there are conflicting spellings, I have considered the options and chosen the spelling that seems best for me, erring on the side of consistency within the manuscript. I accept that others might differ with me on my choices.


    I also decided to denote race by using capitals. It was important for me to do so in honour of the Black African people who came before me. This is also to highlight the importance placed on race during the days of segregation.


    I have to make a disclaimer regarding the translations contained in this book. Due to the idiomatic nature of hymns that were composed some 190 years ago, my translations are approximations. I attempted to be as literal as possible, but I suspect someone else might have a different interpretation.

  


  
    Preface


    This book was birthed in the Master’s class at Wits University where I first presented the idea of telling the story of my late grandfather, Mongangane Wilfred Mofokeng, as part of a long-form, non-fiction, narrative journalism project.


    I initially titled it Moruti wa Sekuta – The Evangelist on a Scooter – and I set off to tell the colourful life of a man who has had a great impact and influence on my life. Its present title, The Man Who Shook Mountains, is drawn from the words of Seetso Moremong, whom I interviewed along with many others. As a boy who had grown up in Bapong village in what is today the North West province, Moremong remembered my grandfather’s legendary scooter kicking up the white dust as he buzzed in and around the Geluks-pan area to minister to his congregants. Moremong also recalled Mongangane’s moving and powerful sermons, which he said were ‘capable of shaking mountains … with his full and loud voice calling on Jehovah’.


    ‘Ntate Mofokeng,’ he told me, ‘pulled people towards God with the great and rare talent of a motivator.’


    The title of my book is also, however, a testament to the journeys I took in search of my identity, from the mountains of the eastern Free State to Lesotho, where the echoes of my ancestors and chants of years gone by filled me with a sense of completeness.


    Biography, memoir, history, health, politics, theology and ‘missiology’ – which is the study of missions and their methods – are woven together in this text. I seek to shed light on my subject – my grandfather – and the impact of his presence and evangelism in the communities he worked in.


    I realised along the way how important it is that this story is written, especially since the documented records from the church, the hospital and the schools Mongangane worked in cannot be found. The new minister at Gelukspan church, Reverend Shadrack Moepeng, said he inherited no records after the upheavals that beset the church during the time of the minister who followed Mongangane. Nothing was handed over to him. Nor did the hospital have any records dating back to his time. The same goes for the schools.


    Save for a few photographs that survived the passage of time and now stand as evidence of his life’s work, my grandfather’s remarkable story has largely been conveyed orally. To write it up is to formalise it and to add it to the written histories of this country. I came to see this as an important undertaking, not only for my own understanding of my place in my family’s history, but to add to a wider undertaking of social comprehension of our complex past.


    * * *


    I start the book by retracing Mongangane’s steps and reconstruct his story by revisiting what’s left of what he built some 70 years ago. The narration includes flashbacks to his life back then and how things at Gelukspan are currently in a state of neglect and disrepair.


    The attention then shifts to Germiston and Johannesburg of the 1930s, the politics of the time and Black life under oppression. Mongangane followed the popular migration trail to the city of gold, which would be home to the young Mofokeng family for about a decade. I delve into life in a new township called Orlando in Soweto. Mongangane’s own politicisation and awakening is also explored. Sport became an ally both in the struggle against oppression and also in maintaining sanity for Black men (and women) on the Reef.


    At the halfway mark of his life, Mongangane, aged about 40, turned to the church and swapped his unskilled labourer overalls for the collar as he became an evangelist. Here I unpack the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk (colloquially known as the NG Kerk and in English as the Dutch Reformed Church) and its controversial history and contribution towards the promotion of apartheid. I question how my grandfather became an agent of an institution that aimed to oppress his own freedom.


    I settle on a cattle outpost called Gelukspan. It’s 1952, and the grand project of apartheid begins to sink its teeth into South African society. Black people are being evicted from the cities and townships to live in the reserves. We see a new dynamic as villages called reserves and resettlements – also known as Trusts – spring up. This is where the ingenuity of Mongangane came into play as he set out to build a community and contribute towards its members’ spiritual, physical and educational wellbeing.


    In the chapter following that, I focus on Mahadi, Mongangane’s wife, who was an influential player in his story. She ran the Mofokeng household meticulously and supported Mongangane in remarkable ways well worth documenting, while also being an indomitable force of economic plans and ideas.


    After sketching the lives of my grandparents, I drill down into the politics and history of the NG Kerk and its Black constituency. I journey to the mission station of Beersheba, a place which marked a turning point in the journey of a church that was brought to South Africa by French missionaries led by Eugene Casalis, Thomas Arbousset and Constand Gosselin.


    The French influence remained in the name Kereke ya Fora – Church of the French. I wanted to know why the Dutch church, which my family was connected to, was still associated in name with the French, and I try to find out how that happened.


    I journey into present-day Lesotho in search of answers and make startling connections with my beginning. Standing on top of Thaba Bosiu and bowing my head at the tomb of King Moshoeshoe, the founder to the Basotho nation, and drinking from seliba sa ’MaMohato (the well of ’MaMohato) brought history physically close to me.


    * * *


    Mongangane was a man of his time, as this story will reveal. We see him dance to the rhythm of the most pivotal periods of his life that are punctuated by laws, statutes and events of significant national importance. This story celebrates his spirit, what he stood for and how he charted a new path for himself and for his family given the circumstances he found himself in and the challenges he faced. People who knew him, people who worked for him or under him or beside him, paint a picture of that time for us, a time that seems far in years, but is still within living memory.


    This is a South African story of an unsung hero, a man forgotten by history – though not by me, nor by the people who knew and respected him – and whose legacy could easily go unacknowledged.


    Mongangane would have been 108 years old in 2022. Many of the people I interviewed were in their 70s and 80s and it was not easy for them to reach deep into the wells of their memories. Some of the facts had to be double- and triple-checked. In the end, sometimes I had to make a leap of imagination to reach a point of agreement or simply lay out the contradictory facts. That, though, is part of the telling a 95-year-long unrecorded life of a servant of the people. What seems beyond dispute is that it’s on Mongangane’s back that Gelukspan stands to this day.


    * * *


    Writing this book, it must be noted, is – apart from an attempt to inscribe an important personal history – in many ways the fulfilment of a prophecy.


    My grandfather’s wish was for me to study at Wits University after matric, but with financial constraints I stayed on in Mafikeng, where I grew up, and went to North West University. I imagine that, as a labourer working in Johannesburg and seeing the sprawling Wits University develop – and seeing the likes of Nelson Mandela studying there and witnessing the prestige of the university rise in the years that followed – it remained his wish that his children or grandchildren would study there.


    It is profound for me that I earned my Master’s degree from Wits University, using his life story as my research project, 11 years after he rested in the Lord.


    I hope that I have made him proud that his wish for me came to pass.
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    Return to innocence
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    Author Lesley Mofokeng stands in the church his grandfather built in 1958. PHOTO: FAMILY ALBUM


    Gelukspan, North West, December 2019


    Today I walked into a church my grandfather built in 1958. It was like 1982 all over again at my grandparents’ lively mission house. Sunday morning … breakfast on the table, then a hurried walk to Sunday School. Standing there, I was overwhelmed with emotion and memories. I was stepping back in time.


    The church is an imposing structure with the trademark NG Kerk steeple mounted by a cock that – at least to my eyes, when I was a child – looked like it reached up past the clouds to the blue sky. Back then, the wooden benches, wooden floor and the elegant chandelier gave it a dignified touch. The large champagne-coloured stained-glass windows added an ethereal, other-worldly feel to it.


    This building was, in my childhood, a majestic landmark, jutting out of the uninspiring platteland of Gelukspan in the Lichtenburg district in North West. I believed sincerely and without any doubt that it was indeed the house of God.


    The last time I was here was in December 1984 for my grandparents’ farewell ceremony. A memory etched in my mind is that of my weeping grandmother, too emotional to contain the sadness of leaving a congregation she worked in for 32 years and what had become home not only to her, but to generations of her descendants.


    The two of them, Mongangane and Mahadi, sat by the pulpit in front of the congregation one last time as the flock paid their respects and gave them modest farewell gifts.


    The whole affair seemed rushed to me. It did not fit the stature of my grandparents. I expected bigger crowds and even bigger dignitaries – important people that had worked with them for over three decades.


    Here they were now, getting ready for the uncertainty of retirement, and the prospect seemed too much for my grandmother to bear. I wanted to reach out to her, to comfort her, but with church rules and protocol, I had to sit still in the Sunday School section and helplessly watch her pain.


    * * *


    Now, in 2019, 35 years after my grandparents’ retirement, and a few nights before Christmas, the church is empty as we wait outside and wander around the premises.


    My two children, Mahali and Chapatso, are with me on this momentous trip retracing our family roots. So is my cousin Mpho, whom everyone calls Prof, and his wife, Nqobile, and their three girls.


    We can peep through windows since the stained glass has been replaced by regular glass. The wooden benches and wooden flooring are gone.
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    The great-grandchildren of Mongangane Mofokeng visit their forebear’s church. PHOTO: AUTHOR


    A friendly woman, identifying herself only as Mrs Koko, keeper of the church keys, emerges to fling open the doors and to welcome us. She immediately recognises us as the grandchildren of Mofokeng and her face lights up. She opens up her arms to hug us and wastes no time telling us how great our grandfather was and about his contribution in making the lives of the people in Gelukspan better.


    I point out to her that his name does not appear on the church stone. The White dominee’s name – TI Ferreira – is there.


    Mrs Koko agrees that Mongangane Mofokeng’s name ought to be there too. But my grandfather’s name is not immortalised on any stone. There is nothing that formally acknowledges his physical, mental and spiritual work in the church, the hospital, the schools and the community of Gelukspan.


    We walk into the church and nostalgia is a shock like a slap across the face.


    Music and church hymns are an important part of my own life and my relationship with spirituality. When I was young, the mellifluous voices of the choir of youngsters living with disabilities from Tlamelang Special School filled this space. The choir was something of a legend in school music competitions under the baton of Mistress Dorothy Morapedi, picking up all the silverware and leaving their competitors devastated.


    I remember so well their renditions of Ke Na Le Molisa (I Have a Shepherd), Bophelo ke Wena Fela (You, Alone, Give Us Life), Jesu Motswalle Ya Nkileng (What a Friend We Have in Jesus) and Ha Le Mpotsa Tshepo Ya Ka (If You Ask Me Where My Hope Comes From), but also the popular choruses they sang for us.


    Now, today, all I can hear is the echo of our own voices reverberating throughout the crumbling structure as we peer and peek into all the nooks and corners of the over 60-year-old building.


    Mrs Koko calls to us from the konsistorie (the backroom of the church reserved for the minister and the church council). She shows us the exact utensils our grandfather used for selallo (holy communion). The wooden tot dispenser, the tithing bowl, the baptismal stand. They are still in use, she says, and they hold a sentimental place in the hearts of those who witnessed the great work of Mongangane.
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    Mrs Koko shows the utensils used by Mongangane Mofokeng in the years he was the evangelist of the Gelukspan church. PHOTO: AUTHOR


    What she is demonstrating flushes out another memory: standing here in the same konsistorie as a curious six-year-old, watching my grandfather count the stock for holy communion. I would beg him to share the communion wine with me.


    ‘Just a taste,’ I would implore.


    Ever the disciplinarian, he would flatly refuse and reprimand me, ‘He-e, o ngwana, ha se dintho tsa hao tse’ (‘No, you’re a child, this is not for you’), but he would offer me two cubes of the communion bread to shush me. Such were the privileges of being brought up by a preacher man.


    He always locked away the communion wine before we left for home. I promised myself that one day I would devise a plan to steal the key and help myself to copious amounts of this red drink that seems to be loved by the older members of the congregation. That scheme never came to pass.


    * * *


    The wooden flooring has been replaced by tiles and the wooden benches have made way for black plastic chairs. The ceiling is peeling, and it is cracking as though it’s about to give in but, by faith, is holding on for dear life. The pulpit, remarkably, has remained intact. The iconic, but faded, Modimo o Lerato (God is Love) church lesela (cloth) still hangs there. It used to be a deep, strong colour, but it has had one too many washes and has become more orange than blood-of-lamb red. The gold tassels have all disintegrated. Not a single strand has survived the years.


    We gather around in the well on the church near the pulpit, and Mrs Koko says a prayer, thanking God for bringing us together and wishing us well as we depart – this after Nqobile led the small congregation in the rendition of the popular hymn Re Ya Ho Boka Morena (We Praise You Lord).


    We file out of the church feeling fulfilled. The small rituals, the words, the song, the prayer – it is as though we have just witnessed a powerful sermon. We had felt the presence of our grandfather’s spirit, despite the dilapidation and the silence.


    * * *


    We head towards the hospital complex. This place too, is an important part of Mongangane’s story in Gelukspan.


    We walk through the corridors – past the outpatient department, medical wards, TB wards, administration block – and out on to the cobbled walkway to the now-deserted nurses’ home. The once-noisy handicrafts workshop with machines whirring and burring away is as silent as a haunted old house.


    The hall, which could seat over 500 people, and which had looked absolutely massive to my young eyes, is in a state of disrepair. There are no signs of its previous life anywhere. Today, the spiders in the cosy homes of their cobwebs here would laugh in my face if I told them about the beauty pageants that were held on that stage; the concerts, the music and dance competitions that electrified the place and whipped revellers into a frenzy.


    Perhaps the most enduring memory of the hall is of the Good Friday services that were held there and the night vigils over the holy weekend.


    The hall would be filled to capacity in a Mecca-like – okay, make that Moria-like – gathering of the faithful from all the villages around Gelukspan, ferried by trucks, lorries, tractors and even horse- and donkey-drawn carts.


    The services had become so popular that families and rela-tives would travel from as far as Johannesburg and Pretoria to take part. On Friday, beasts – usually a cow and a few sheep – would be slaughtered. Pots of ting (sour sorghum porridge), pap and samp would be on the braziers as excitement mounted.


    The Saturday service was heralded by pomp and ceremony.


    A long procession of church elders and deacons draped in their manele (coats with tails) would file into the hall and fill up the stage. The spectacle was not unlike a university graduation ceremony. It had real gravitas. The last to walk in would be my grandfather and the resident minister. After the opening sermon, my grandmother and Mejuffrou, as she was generally known, would take over the programme with the clothing ceremony.


    My grandmother and Mejuffrou Ferreira, wife of the Afrikaans minister who served with my grandparents in the 50s and 60s, would undertake the ceremony of clothing the new members of the church from the ministries of Mokgatlo wa Bacha ba BaKreste (MBB) for the young, and Christelike Vroue Vereeniging (CVV) for the older women.


    How it worked was that new members came dressed in black long-sleeve collarless jackets, skirts, stockings and shoes. Then my grandmother and Mejuffrou would place the white circular collar on their shoulders and hold it in place with a branded pin. Then they would place the black woollen beret on the women’s heads.


    I gleaned from writing by the Late Reverend Dr Mary-Anne Plaatjies-van Huffel, moderator of the General Synod, that the symbolism of the uniform is as follows: the beret, jacket, skirt, shoes and stockings are black to indicate the sinful nature of human beings that can only be washed by the blood of Jesus Christ. The white collar is a symbol of Jesus having washed our sins away.


    The five buttons on the jacket symbolise the five areas where Jesus was stabbed while on the cross. These are his hands, feet, side, back and head. The two pockets of the jacket indicate that Christian women should be peacemakers and keep their swords in their sheaths, just as Jesus instructed Peter when Jesus was captured. The beret is worn because the Bible instructs women to pray with a hat on.


    The women are encouraged to shun make up and jewellery when wearing church uniform. This is to allow their beauty to come from within and for them to be known for their good deeds. The uniform is a symbol of simplicity, minimalism, plainness and a devotion to Jesus. It is meant to break boundaries between rich and poor members, those who can afford expensive clothes and jewellery and those who cannot.


    The uniform is optional. Women are not obliged to be robed, and to be robed one has to undergo a year-long trial.


    No fewer than 50 new members would receive the new uniform every Good Friday weekend.


    * * *


    The clothing ceremony would be followed by a highly charged revival that would be hosted overnight. Members would take turns at this to preach and to share the Word.


    On Sunday morning, the hall would be filled once more as the holy communion was shared. The holy weekend was coming to a close and congregants were about to embark on their long journeys back home.


    With the gathering of so many people under one roof, tragedy was bound to strike sooner or later.


    One year, a mother left her infant sleeping peacefully on the grass under a tree. It had been brought to be baptised. A tractor driver, coming to fetch members, bumped over something, probably thinking it was a rock.


    Horror of horrors. The mother was hospitalised for several days after her baby was crushed to death. The shock and trauma were overwhelming.


    I sometimes wonder if that family ever recovered from the ordeal.


    * * *


    Looking at this hall now in its dilapidated state, you might agree with the resident spiders that I’m probably telling a fable.
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    The neglected hall is falling apart. PHOTO: AUTHOR


    Next on our list of places to visit is the house where my grandparents lived. It’s big structure by most people’s standards but not much in the way of imagination and architecture. It looks quite a lot like an unsliced loaf of white bread.


    This is where I grew up.


    And a lot has changed.


    The big peach tree at the front of the house has been uprooted. The happy noise that always hung in the air around this yard and this house is silent now. There used to be a lot of comings and goings as people queued to buy the buns my grandmother made. There was always a cock wreaking havoc among the chickens, and the delightful screams and squeals of playful children running around.
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    Once a busy community node, the Mofokeng house looks forlorn and has lost its charm. PHOTO: AUTHOR


    My grandfather had a study where he prepared for his sermons. It doubled up as a library, which housed his collection of Christian books that he used as reference and that he consulted to deepen his understanding of the scriptures.


    The house is locked. The current minister is on leave and there is no access for us, but we don’t allow this to make us feel despondent. Just as many memories were made outside this house as were made inside. We used to eat unripe peaches from the small backyard tree and get diarrhoea, for instance. Or we pitted the cocks against each other for the brutal blood sport of cockfighting.


    Shameful.


    There are no chickens here now, but we help ourselves to a few unripe peaches for old time’s sake.


    As we drive out of the hospital complex, we notice that the orchard that lined the fence has disappeared. Here we got endless supplies of peaches, apricots, pears, naartjies and pomegranates – all gone now.


    We wave at the friendly security guard who checks every car leaving and entering the place.


    My cousin and I, who are most closely bound to this place, are heavy with nostalgia and a sense of the time we will never return to.
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    The land of mountains and flowing rivers
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    The story goes that we are Egyptians, descendants of the ancient Pharaoh, the people of the Nile who came far south. Somewhere along the line, we became Matebele, who were later assimilated into Bafokeng.


    While most Bafokeng regard the rabbit as their totem, my clan does not. We identify as the people of the dew – the owners of the land and of life itself. Animals walk on dew at the break of dawn and draw life from the moist grass and the sweet waters of the dew.


    In the days of Shaka, the king of AmaZulu, when warriors planned to attack BaMoojane and BaTshele, Lesotho was known as ‘Lesotho of Nkejane’. Nkejane was renowned for his prowess on the battlefield and became a legend in foreign lands. His son, Tshehlo, was also a gallant warrior in the wars of those times in the late 1700s.


    One of the protestant missionaries who came to South Africa to work among the Basotho was Frederic Ellenberger from Switzerland. He wrote substantially about my BaMoojane ancestors among other Basotho clans and heroes. He noted that there was little record of the early history of the BaMoojane. He adds that according to Azariel Sekese, the earliest Mosotho historian, BaMoojane were originally Matebele, and that they were assimilated in to the Bafokeng clan. ‘On their arrival,’ he says, ‘they were only boys of Tseana.’ Tseana was one of the fathers of BaMoojane, an ancestor of the family.


    When they grew up, they took wives and tried, without success, to pass themselves off as Bafokeng. At the time of the death of Ratlali – that is to say, about the year 1690 – ‘they were at Matlakeng on the left bank of the Caledon, claiming to belong to Mahlatsana, younger brother of Mahlatsi,’ says Sekese, quoted by Ellenberger, ‘but then the Mahlatsi are Makhoakhoa, and therefore Bakuena.’


    After many years in Lesotho they became Basotho, taking up the language, laws and customs.


    An article in Leselinyana la Lesotho – a newspaper founded by Adolphe Mabille of the Paris Evangelical Mission Society (PEMS) in 1863 – authored by the same Sekese who was quoted in Ellenberger’s book, puts it differently. It says the BaMoojane lived in ’Makalane with the Makhoakhoa as their neighbours. In Matlakeng, lived BaMakhoakhoa, and in Kubetu were BaTshele.


    From Matlakeng they went to ’Malatsi, where they joined the Bakhatla somewhere around the year 1720. They remained there for several generations, and the following were born there: Kueeme, son of Moojane; Tsietso, son of Kueeme; Nkejane, son of Tsietso; and Tshehlo, son of Nkejane.


    Their life there was without incident, and passed in agricultural pursuits, so that they increased considerably. But Tshehlo became famous for his bravery – and for the manner of his death, as we shall see later – for while they were all living with the Bakhatla they were invaded by Letuka Hlabeli, known as one of the powerful Basotho warriors. Being too weak to resist, Tshehlo submitted to Letuka. This was, for BaMoojane, the beginning of the Difaqane, a historical period lasting between one and three decades, depending on which sources are used, during which military conflict and migration happened across southern Africa. From that time forward their history is included in that of that terrible period.


    In his chapter on invasions and Difaqane, Ellenberger relates the troubles that befell Basotho. He says the Drakensberg mountains that had long been thought of as a fort against raids proved not to be one. The Batlokoa and Masopha had raided Bafokeng of Mabula and Moshoeshoe.


    Ellenberger records that the Bafokeng, on this occasion, were driven from their homes, and after a brief sojourn with the Ramaiyane near Fouriesburg, formed themselves into bands of robbers, trekking about the country with their women, children and cattle, and robbing and murdering those who were not strong enough to resist. Their chiefs were Ntabenyane, son of Tseele, and Letuka, son of Hlabeli.


    Nkejane and Tshehlo, along with Bamaiyane who lived in Mautse and was too weak to resist, joined the raiders. Letuka, with his ranks filled by the new reinforcements, attacked the Bamaiyane of Futhane, who had formerly harboured him, destroying everything they had. It is said that he drove them to cannibalism.


    At this time, Tshehlo lived between Mautse, in the picturesque Eastern Free State with views to the majestic mountains, and what was called Brindisi Drift. His father, Nkejane, meanwhile lived on the slopes of Mautse with a few followers. After the attack on the Bamaiyane they returned to these places, and the Bafokeng of Mabula settled near them on the banks of what Ellenberger calls the Brandwater river.


    Ellenberger said certain of the Bafokeng – namely Mokiba and the sons of Masekoane from Botha-Bothe – came and joined those of Mabula. They soon found that they were in bad company and left secretly with all that they had brought. They were so impoverished that they had to beg leave from Moshoeshoe to reap the self-sown grain from his fields that no one else could lay claim to. But Ntabenyane and Letuka continued raiding. They attacked Morallana, another Mofokeng who lived at Hlakoli, just by Brindisi Drift and, after scattering his people, captured his cattle.


    Ellenberger documented the conversation between Letuka and Tshehlo after this adventure thus: ‘Letuka said to Tshehlo, who had assisted him, “Tell me, Tshehlo, you know the land, whom shall we raid now?” Tshehlo answered, “Chief, there is no one. Beyond these hills lives Mokhachane, who is a friend of mine, and he who desires to kill him must kill me also.” This spoke volumes of the loyalty and admiration Tshehlo had for the father of Moshoeshoe.’


    Letuka seemed happy with the response from Tshehlo, but Tshehlo did not trust him, so he sent a warning with one of his messengers to King Moshoeshoe, and advised him to send a peace offering to Letuka.


    Moshoeshoe indeed sent four cows to Letuka. Notwithstanding the peace offering, Letuka attacked Mokiba and captured the cattle of Mokiba. Two of the women with them were Mathebetoa, who became the mother of Matsoso, and Mankejane, who became the mother of Khotso. This defeat broke up this band of robbers. Some joined Tshehlo and others later on made their submission to Moshoeshoe.


    Ellenberger said the friendship between Moshoeshoe and Tshehlo was solidified when Tshehlo was instrumental in recovering certain cattle that had been stolen from Moshoeshoe in a separate incident before Letuka came into picture.


    This outbreak of hostility between the Bafokeng and Mabula ended here. It is not connected with the events that caused the great Lifaqane, but it was the outcome of a raid from beyond the Drakensberg, and therefore has to be recorded.


    * * *


    It is unanimous that I am a descendant of Moojane (sometimes written as Mohojane) who can be traced back to 1600, half a century before the White man set foot here.


    Tshehlo settled on top of Mount Kgoele also known as Die Tafelberg van die Vrystaat because of its flat top, reminiscent of the famous Table Mountain in Cape Town. You can find it on the way from present-day Senekal to Paul Roux. Those who have summitted Kgoele have told of remnants they have found, evidence of times gone by. Things such as the ruins of kraals, and old fountains.


    On the one side there is Kgoele and the other is Mathokwane, where my great-grandmother, Selloane, is buried. On the same road, you find Kurutlele on the left as you drive towards Bethlehem. That mountain too is flat on top. Ahead, is another flat mountain called Matikwane. That whole area, all the way to Bethlehem – all of it – was the land of Tshehlo.


    In 1833, Piet Retief, the famous Boer Voortrekker, came through Aliwal North during the Great Trek. In Aliwal North there are rapids but they managed to cross the river and they headed to Winburg and then turned towards Senekal, Paul Roux and Bethlehem, all the way to Mautse.


    When Piet Retief was between Senekal and Paul Roux, he was in the land of Tshehlo. He even wrote him a letter. Tshehlo reigned there although his father Nkejane was still alive. He had between ten and twelve wives and households (the number has not been agreed upon) and we, the family of Chapatso, are his children. To clarify: Chapatso was the grandson of Tshehlo, and his name is currently used as a surname by others in the Mofokeng family. What this means is that there are two family surnames: Mofokeng and Chapatso.


    By the late 1800s, the Chapatsos were on the hill of Madraereng, where they lived together.


    * * *


    It is here that my grandfather Mongangane, the man who would eventually shake mountains, was born on 14 September 1914. That place is known as Riga. All the farms of this area are on Tshehlo’s land.


    The farms were registered in Winburg, but the Boers complained that Winburg was too far to travel, so the town of Senekal was established. It was named after Commandant General Frederik Senekal, who commanded the soldiers during the war to drive Basotho out of the Free State. He was killed by Basotho. The Boers say he ran out of bullets and the Basotho ran them over.


    So this town of Senekal was established on the land of Tshehlo, at the foot of Kgoele, and blood was spilt here too in the many tussles that took place as Whites encroached and claimed for themselves land that already belonged to others.


    There is a river called Thethana there. Mongangane told a story of how, when he converted his mother Selloane to the NG Kerk, he took her sangoma’s tools and threw them in the river.


    There is only one river that you cross when you climb the mountain and it’s called Thethana. Piet Retief also crossed this river while heading to Natal, where he was later killed by the Zulu king Dingaan. He spent five days in the land of Tshehlo.


    While there, Retief and his fellow travellers, over 2 000 men and women, walked along the river looking for flat areas. Thethana river provided him and his livestock of cows and horses with water.


    Ellenberger counts BaMoojane separately from Bafokeng because of the large number they reached in the 1600s: some 2 000 people. When Retief encountered them in 1833, they were probably five times more.


    The BaMoojane were known to be successful agriculturalists. They planted mealies, mabele (sorghum), sugar cane, beans, watermelon and pumpkin. Retief and his people sold some of their cows and sheep in exchange for the BaMoojane’s fresh produce.


    On a map of South Africa drawn by missionary Thomas Arbousset when he explored the Free State and passed by Lindley and Senekal, where Tshehlo lived, not a single mountain or river carried an Afrikaans or English name. He documented the landmarks in Sesotho as he was walking with Basotho.


    In this map, BaMoojane shared the border with Bataung ba ha Moletsane, who owned the land between Winburg and Kroonstad. There were other people called Dihoja, who were north of us, and Batlokwa of Sekonyela at a distance.


    Today we still have a letter written by Retief to the rulers of the area, including Tshehlo, Sekonyela and Moshoeshoe, explaining that his mission was to pass through as he was heading to Natal. He also wrote to Andries Stockenström, the deputy governor of the Cape Province based in Grahamstown, and it was published in the Grahamstown Journal.


    They headed to Paul Roux after five days and at the NG Kerk building in Paul Roux there still stands a statue of a man and of carts and cows in remembrance of Retief’s passage through the area.


    Woefully, there is no such monument to remind us of Tshehlo.


    Tshehlo’s descendants have now scattered all over Lesotho and South Africa. Some are found in Botha-Bothe, Pitseng and Sebalabala in the district of Teyateyaneng in Lesotho. There are many more in Herschel in the Eastern Cape, and in eastern Free State towns such as Bethlehem and Lindley, and further afield in Welkom and Sasolburg in the northern parts of the Free State and the Vaal.


    * * *


    My grandfather lived in Riga on the Thethana river, and he went to school in Rosendal when he was 14 years of age. This was not unusual at that time as there was little formal education for Black children in the late 1920s. When he went to school he had already been initiated.


    Mongangane told us that his father, Takatso, had sent him to school in Rosendal where he stayed with his aunt, Takatso’s sister. The school my grandfather went to had been built with mud bricks. Later, the mud-brick structure was torn down and a new one was built. That too, was eventually torn down, and now there is a new school on the same premises where my grandfather was taught to read and write.


    The school wasn’t too far from where other family of Mongangane lived in Madraereng – probably about an hour’s walk.


    From Rosendal, Mongangane went to Libertas, before heading to Thaba Nchu to attend the Moroka Missionary Institution with his friend Fred Motsatse, a teacher’s son.


    He completed Standard 6 (today’s Grade 8) there. His catechism certificate shows that he was confirmed as a member of the NG Kerk. To be clear, he was confirmed as a member of the main Dutch Reformed Church, the one that was later seen as the church for White people. He was not confirmed in the NG Kerk in Afrika, which is the church that was meant for Blacks.


    That Mongangane was confirmed in this NG Kerk is an important detail from a family religious history perspective.


    His father, Takatso, was an elder and preacher of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME Church), which had come to South Africa from the United States. Takatso couldn’t read or write but was well versed in the Bible and he held church services every Sunday.


    When the time came for Mongangane to attend catechism classes, there was no AME Church in Thaba Nchu. He travelled home to consult with his father. What was he to do?


    Takatso understood his son’s dilemma and encouraged him to attend any church closest to him.


    That was how the NG Kerk was introduced into our family, a decision that would have a great influence on our lives for generations.


    Teacher Motsatse, who was Mongangane’s friend Fred’s father, was an elder of the NG Kerk. Mongangane joined them and charted a new course for us.


    When it was time for his confirmation, Mongangane was told to find a Christian English name. He looked through the newspapers and spotted the name Wilfred and fell in love with it, and so he christened himself Wilfred.
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