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​The Fable of the Cove Rock
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I’ve always found reading prefaces and introductions torturous, so I’m going to spare like-minded readers the trouble and jump right into the story. For everyone else: the aim of this book is to dismantle the legend of Makanna; restore the dignity of the Xhosa people, which it un­dermines; and shed light on Chief Mdushani—the forgotten pioneer of the Xhosa armed struggle against British colonialism, whose achieve­ments were deliberately credited to Makanna, thereby erasing his leg­acy.

Now that we’ve got that out of the way, the Cove Rock is a mysteri­ous sandstone formation off the coast of South Africa, near East London, about fifty kilometres northeast of the Keiskamma River’s mouth.

A channel carved by thousands of years of coastal erosion cuts through the middle. At high tide, the surf rushes through the channel, producing a unique booming sound that adds to the rock’s mystery.

In ancient times, the rock was known as “The Coffin”, and voyagers used it as a navigational landmark en route to and from the East Indies. Today, it is merely a tourist attraction mostly appealing to geologists and mystics.

When seen from a passing ship, it resembles an exotic low island. However, from the beach, it looks exactly like what it is: a stark sand­stone monument to the maxim, “Don’t believe everything you read.”

According to South African colonial history, on the eve of the Battle of Grahamstown during the Anglo-Xhosa War of 1819, the so-called Xhosa prophet-chief Nxele, whose real name was Lynx but who was nicknamed Makanna by the Xhosas, brought them to this place to rouse them against the British colonial government. “He told them if they would hop on one foot in front of the rock and shout ‘Tai! Tai!’ they would see their ancestors rise from the dead.”

That statement alone should tell you: this never happened. The Xhosas never believed in the resurrection of the dead. Not before or after Makanna.

The 19th-century Presbyterian missionary William J. Slowan summed it up when he wrote in 1896, “The Xhosas have no sense of sin, no thought that links the state of their souls after death with conduct during life, and no expectation of a resurrection from the dead.”

An understanding of the geographic distribution of Xhosa tribes along the South African east coast during Makanna’s lifetime further un­dermines the credibility of the colonial claim that he brought the Xhosas to this place.

At the time, the coastal area between the Keiskamma River and the Buffalo River, where the Cove Rock stands, was an uninhabited territ­ory belonging to an anti-colonial Xhosa chief named Chungwa, who was called ‘Congo’ by the Europeans. Together with the rest of the anti-colonial Xhosas, Chungwa and his followers lived between the Keiskamma River and the Great Fish River. Their most easterly kraals, or villages, were those on the banks of the Keiskamma River, about fifty kilometres west of the Cove Rock.

The distance between the Keiskamma River and the Fish River is approx­imately one hundred kilometres, while the distance from the Fish River to Grahamstown is about another fifty kilometres. The idea that the Xhosas walked from the Keiskamma River fifty kilometres east to the Cove Rock to prepare for a battle in Grahamstown, nearly two hundred kilometres west of the rock, is preposterous.

The most likely place for the Xhosas to have gathered before and after the battle was the Fish River bush. However, the Methodist mis­sionary Reverend Samuel Young, who went to live among the followers of the celebrated Xhosa chief Ndlambe in 1827, wrote in his memoirs that the Xhosas who fought in that battle told him that before their at­tack on the colony, they met on the “Ntabakandoda”—a ridge in the Amatola Mountains. The ridge was and still is considered a Xhosa spiritual shrine. Reverend Young’s memoirs were published in 1842.

Overall, Slowan’s confirmation that the Xhosas never believed in the resurrection of the dead, the geographic distribution of the Xhosa tribes along the east coast, and Reverend Young’s memoirs show that the story of Makanna’s Cove Rock rendezvous of Xhosa warriors is a le­gend that has no place in history books.

The legend rests on the misconception that Makanna had an influ­ence on the Xhosas, and that they were ignorant of Christianity. The truth is Makanna had no influence over the Xhosas, and the people knew everything there is to know about Christianity long before his appearance on the frontier political scene and even long before the missionaries set foot in their country in 1799. But they kept this knowledge to themselves.

To understand how they came to know about Christianity and why they kept this information a secret, we must first understand the origins of the pre-colonial Xhosa nation.
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​Origins of the Xhosas
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The Dutch, through their chartered company, the Dutch East India Com­pany or Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), were the first Europeans to attempt to colonise South Africa.

They arrived at the Cape of Good Hope to set up the “Castle of Good Hope”, a refreshment station for their East India route, in 1652. However, the company did not officially meet the Xhosas until a cen­tury later, when Governor Ryk Tulbagh sent Ensign Frederick Beutler east to meet the Xhosa paramount chief, or king, Phalo.

By that time, the Dutch had completely dispossessed the Cape’s indi­genous people—the Khoikhoi and the San—of their lands in what is now South Africa’s Western Cape province.

Colonial records show that the province was once home to pastoral and non-pastoral Khoikhoi tribes and San hunter-gatherers. As the Dutch settlement expanded, the cattle-rich tribes and the fiercely inde­pendent San withdrew east and north, leaving the non-pastoral Khoik­hoi to bear the brunt of the colonial invasion.

The departure of the pastoral Khoikhoi created a gap in the VOC’s cattle supply chain; hence, Tulbagh sent Beutler east to seek trade with the cattle-rich Xhosas in what is now the Eastern Cape province.

The Xhosas that Beutler met in 1752 were made up of many differ­ent tribes who had joined together under the ama-Tshawe—the Xhosa ruling clan—about a generation earlier. These tribes came from differ­ent parts of Southern Africa.

The ama-Nkabane, for instance, came from the region of present-day KwaZulu-Natal, where their main branch still exists. The ama-Ngwevu came from the neighbouring ama-Mpondomise, where they also maintain a branch.

Although their origins are now shrouded in mythology, the ama-Ngqosini, ama-Mfene, and Bayi-Ketshe came from the Ba-Sotho.

There were ama-Bamba and aba-Ntakwenda, whose origins are also not docu­mented but who are most likely from a common stock with the Bamba and the Batagwenda tribes of present-day Uganda and parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

There were also ama-Cirha and ama-Jwarha. Their origins are now mangled through a legend of a common an­cestor with the ama-Tshawe. Last but not least, there were the ama-Kh­wane, Chungwa’s people. These are undoubtedly the descendants of the Makua people, one of the ancient Bantu tribes of the Zambezi.

Owing to this diversity, it is unsurprising that when the Europeans asked them about their origins, the pre-colonial Xhosas responded with a semblance of collective amnesia.

According to South African colonial historian George McCall Theal, even Rhili—the last independent Xhosa paramount chief or king, a renowned Xhosa antiquarian, would simply reply, “That, I do not know,” whenever asked about his people’s origins.

The Xhosas likely had two reasons for this response. First, they must still have been trying to overcome their divisions. Second, they must have known that the European’s divide-and-rule strategy relied on clear cultural and religious differences between tribes of the same nation.

By refusing to discuss their origins, the Xhosas made it impossible for the Europeans to pit them against each other. However, the silence led to many speculations. John Barrow, a British diplomat who went to Xhosaland in 1797, speculated that they had Arab heritage. Heinrich Lichtenstein, a Dutch official who went in 1804, disagreed, saying the Xhosas showed signs of coming from an older civilisation than the Arabs, suggesting that they had Indo-Aryan or Persian heritage.

Ludwig Dohne, a German linguist who lived in Xhosaland in the early 1800s,  somewhat agreed with Barrow. He wrote that of all the South African tribes, the Xhosas demonstrated evidence of having had a more “intimate connection” with the Arabs.

He suggested that this “intimate connection” started in Egypt, but it definitely ended in the Zambezi shortly before or after the arrival of the Portuguese. There are several elements of Xhosa indigenous knowledge that support this view.

In the 1980s, Xhosa elders referred to certain customs as “isithethe” but refused to explain what the word meant. The actual word is “isi-Tete”, meaning “the way of Tete”. This Tete was an ancient Bantu settlement on the Zambezi plateau. The celebrated 20th-century Xhosa poet and historian S.E.K. Mqhayi somewhat confirmed that the founders of the precolonial Xhosa nation came from this place when he stated that, “in greatness”, the celebrated Xhosa chief Ndlambe “took after the chiefs of Tete”.

There is also the cryptic phrase “Kwakungo Pewule ngoko”, or “That was during Peul” which was used by elderly women in Ciskei in the 1980s to sarcastic­ally mean “That was a very long time ago.” This our elders also refused to explain. But we now know that “Peul” is “Fula” or “Safula”, another ancient Bantu settlement in the Zambezi.

In addition to this encoded linguistic evidence, the first Xhosa-Eng­lish dictionary of 1899 lists two “hlonipha”, or “respectful terms” for old age that provide crucial evidence for the Xhosa-Islam-Zambezi connection. These are “Mnyasha” and “Ala-oy”. The former literally means “person of Nyasa”, and the latter is un­doubtedly a mangling of “Allahoy”, the title of a famous Muslim chant “Allah Ho”, meaning “Allah is”. There is plenty more evidence that the early Xhosas might have practiced Islam, but that is a subject for another book. Sticking with the Zambezi origins, ‘i-Nkonde’, singular, is another Xhosa word for old age. The plural is “ii-Nkonde”, meaning “the Nkonde people”.  Now, “Nkonde” is an alternative spelling of “Ngonde”, the ethnonym of a powerful precolonial Zambezi Bantu tribe. The latter is a possible original of “Ngconde”, a figure listed in the Xhosa chiefly geneology.

Overall, this all shows that the Arab and Persian heritage specula­tions of the origins of the Xhosas are somewhat complementary. Both Persian and Arab Muslims are proved to have settled along the African east coast as far south as the Zambezi as early as the 9th century C.E., nearly six hundred years before the arrival of the Europeans.

When Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape in 1498, on his maiden voy­age to India, he noted the presence of a gold-mining Muslim settlement off the coast of Mozambique. The Arabs referred to this settlement and the entire region between the Zambezi and Limpopo Rivers as Sofala. On his return from India in 1502, Da Gama discovered that some of the natives of Sofala were Arab-speaking mulattoes who wore cotton and silk robes, while others were ‘Abyssinians’ or Ethiopians who “secretly” practised Christianity under the noses of their Arab overlords. It is generally believed that Christianity was brought to Africa by Greek missionaries around the 4th century C.E. on the invitation of Ethiopian rulers who traded with the Romans. Records show that two centuries later, these rulers were sending expeditions to Southern Africa, obviously bringing Christianity with them. Records also show that when the Portuguese began to displace the Arabs in the Zambezi, they attracted Catholic missionar­ies, and between 1587 and 1591, these missionaries reportedly baptised about 20,000 people at Tete alone.

Taken together, this all proves that Islam, Christianity and the founders of the precolonial Xhosa nation col­lided in the Zambezi long before the arrival of the Dutch at the Cape in 1652. It was, therefore, the ignorance of the early missionaries to think that the Xhosas were not familiar with Christianity and its beliefs, espe­cially that of the resurrection of the dead, since the concept is also present in Islam.
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​The House of Tshiwo
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During an interview with colonial historian George Cory in 1910, Chief Lindinxura, son of Hintsa, confirmed that “Ngconde” never crossed the Mbashe River, and that Tshiwo was the first Xhosa paramount chief or king to reach the Eastern Cape. The latter is estimated to have died around 1695.

After his death, his followers were divided among his sons: Phalo, the “Great-Son”; Gwali or Mgwali, the “Right-Hand-Son”; some say ‘and Mdange’, but others say Tshiwo and Mdange were brothers. It is worth noting here that there is no “Left-Hand-Son” in Xhosa statecraft and “left” has a negative connotation in the culture.

The Xhosa succession law established the “Great-Son”, or inkulu, as the chief’s heir apparent. The title was bestowed upon the eldest son of a chief’s highest-ranking wife. The wives of a Xhosa chief, usually daugh­ters of local powerful chiefs, were ranked according to their fathers’ political influence in the region. On the chief’s death, the government of the tribe devolved to his Great-Son who became the ‘Great Chief’. The “Right-Hand-Son”, or ukunene, then branched out to form an inde­pendent chiefdom which recognised the Great-Son as its titular head. The rest of the chief’s sons, all chiefs by birthright, gathered what they could of their father’s followers and formed minor independent chiefdoms. These all recognised both the Great-Son and the Right-Hand-Son as their nominal superiors.

In the event that a chief died without a son, his counsellors adopted one of his brothers’ lower-ranking sons as his Great-Son, but instead of calling him 'inkulu', the Xhosas called him 'i-Xhiba'.

This word means “revenge” in the Xhosa language, and at this point we might as well take a slight detour to show how the Xhosas used lan­guage to conceal and reveal information as they pleased.

In the absence of written records, Xhosa chiefs coded their sons’ ranks in their birth names, usually using foreign or archaic languages that might only be known by the tribe’s elders. This is a key element in understanding Xhosa history as most of the information is coded this way.

Lets take Phalo. Rharhabe, one of his principal sons, named his Great-Son, Mlaho. The word “Mlaho” means “revenge” in the Zigula language—a Zambezi Bantu language that is now found in Tanzania and Somalia. The synonym is “nkulu”, which means “great” in the Xhosa lan­guage. The connection between “inkulu” and “i-Xhiba” now becomes evident.

The coding of their ranks in their names was one of the reasons why the Xhosa chief’s sons never fought over thrones. Another reason was that the Xhosas viewed the ranks as both incontestable and di­vinely ordained. Consequently, only the ama-Tshawe could become chiefs among them.

Besides Rharhabe, Phalo had two other principal sons: Gcaleka—the Great-Son—and Langa. On Phalo’s death, the gov­ernment devolved to Gcaleka. He remained on the banks of the Kei River, while his restless and warlike brother Rharhabe, the Right-Hand-Son, gradually moved west, settling initially between the Tsomo and White Kei Rivers and eventually between the Kei River and Great Fish River. Langa and his followers had followed his uncle Mgwali, who had earlier moved to this region to join his brother or uncle Mdange. As Rharhabe advanced westwards, Mdange, Mgwali, Langa and their fol­lowers crossed the Fish River into the Zuurveld, the land between the Great Fish River and the Sundays River, bounded by the Rietberg on the north and the Indian Ocean on the south.

There, they joined the ama-Ntinde, ama-Hleke, ama-Khwane, and several other independent Xhosa chiefdoms belonging to Phalo’s relatives and subordinate chiefs, forming what will be referred to in the following pages as the Zuurveld-Xhosas. At this point in history, there were no Europeans on the Zuurveld; they would not arrive for another century.

Due to the colonial claim that he was a Zuurveld-Xhosa chief, the following chapters will search for Lynx or Makanna in the history of the Zuurveld-Xhosas and that of the Europeans who later contested them over that part of the country, starting with the Dutch.
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The VOC established its Cape settlement under a strict no-colonisation policy. For the first few years, the company’s headquarters worked tire­lessly to keep the settlement limited to the land needed to produce sup­plies for passing ships.

The company first broke from this principle in 1657. To reduce its reliance on imported grain and the Khoikhoi cattle trade, it released nine “Burghers”, as the company workers were called, and gave them land along the Liesbeeck River in the present-day Rondebosch area to farm as Vrijburgher or “Free Burghers”. However, the Free Burghers were free in name only. They were still company servants, or rather slaves—forced by contract to trade only with the VOC at prices set by the company. Despite the name being a misnomer, more Burghers ap­plied for the status, hoping to gain a small measure of freedom from the tyranny of the VOC’s employment services. The company diarist recor­ded that, on a hazy morning of February 20th, 1657, the settlement’s commander, Jan van Riebeeck, left the fort for the flats behind Table Mountain “to mark out plots and to draw up preliminary conditions” for the Free Burghers. The land belonged to the “Goringhaicona”, one of the Cape Peninsula’s cattle-rich Khoikhoi tribes.

When van Riebeeck arrived at their camp, he found the Goringha­icona gathered around a man who had suffered a snake bite. The man’s leg was tightly bound in two places below the knee with thin leather straps. Small cuts were made on his injured foot with an indigenous spear called an “assegai”.

With the foot placed in hot cow dung, a man and a woman took turns sucking the blood from the cuts, spitting it onto the ground. The diarists noted, “There is evidently a tremendous feeling of affection to­wards each other among these people; all were equally busy helping to further the man’s recovery.”

After offering them some tobacco and brandy, van Riebeeck went to work surveying and dividing their land without asking for a permit. The local chief, noticing the settlers marking out his land and hearing that they planned to build houses, asked, “Where are we supposed to live if you take up all the land?”

“There is room enough for all of us,” the Dutch replied. “We will use the land to grow corn and tobacco, of which, as good friends, we will share some with you.” The diarist recorded that the chief seemed satisfied with the answer but “only half liked the idea.”

When the Free Burghers began to settle the area, the San put up a fierce resistance, and the Dutch responded with genocide. The Khoik­hoi, on the other hand, offered very little resistance. They simply broke camp and left. Knowing that the settlers collected the dung left by their cattle for fertiliser, the Goringhaiconas set it on fire—“to our great loss”, the diarist noted.

The company continued taking up indigenous lands and spearhead­ing the expansion of the Cape Town district in this way, leading to the creation of the districts of Stellenbosch and Drakenstein in 1679 and 1692.

By the close of the 17th century, the colony had officially expanded northwards as far as the present-day towns of Wellington and Tulbagh, but the Free Burghers were beginning to settle the country even further north without official authorisation.

In the east, for a while, their advance was blocked by the Hottentot Holland Mountains until the Free Burghers discovered a pass, and by the beginning of the 18th century, they were spilling over and into the Overberg.

In the Overberg, the colonial expansion underwent a fundamental change. Whereas before, it was the colonial government that initiated the migrations, the Free Burghers now took over and trekked east rap­idly, in search of freedom and prosperity. However, they could not es­cape the authority of the VOC.

To maintain its control, the company responded to this settler-driven expansion by sending an official to build an outpost for issuing grazing licences in the new areas established by the Free Burghers.

A few decades later, now calling themselves “Trekboers”—these mi­grant farmers had trekked and displaced the Khoikhoi and the San as far east as the Breede River Valley. There, the company outpost grew into the frontier village of Swellendam, which initially formed part of the Stellenbosch district.

In 1745, the village was separated into its own district. The Swellen­dam district, or “drosty”, as both the residence and jurisdiction of a Cape magistrate were called, stretched eastward to the Gamtoos River. The VOC appointed Johannes Theophilus Rhenius, a former company bookkeeper, as its “landdrost”, or civil magistrate.

In the Cape administration, a landdrost governed with the help of a council of “heemraden”, a government-appointed board of counsellors, usually prominent Burghers, who helped manage land, settle disputes, and enforce company rules.

By 1752, with the eastern frontier now firmly under its control, the VOC had established the Gamtoos River as the official border with Xhosaland and forbade the migrant farmers from grazing beyond it.

The company also needed a way to profit from all the land taken from the Khoikhoi and San and given to the Dutch settlers. This led to the creation of the “loan farm tenure system”, which went through sev­eral iterations before taking its final form.

Under this system, a farmer would choose a piece of land to occupy and drive a peg into the ground as a central marker. He would then walk for about half an hour in each direction to place boundary pegs. Afterwards, he would send an application to the local landdrost to oc­cupy the land enclosed within the circle formed by the boundary pegs.

To ensure the occupation would not conflict with the neighbours’ rights or future government plans, the landdrost sent a commission of two or three heemraden to inspect the site. No formal surveys were con­ducted or required.

Once approved, the farmer received a twelve-month lease at a stand­ard annual rate, regardless of the size and value of the cultivated land. The lease renewed with the next payment and only lapsed if the farmer failed to pay or fell into arrears or if the government needed the land for public works. When that happened, the farmer could usually obtain an­other lease elsewhere under the same terms.

Historian George McCall Theal argued that this system discouraged the farmers from forming strong attachments to the land and contrib­uted to a sparse population spread over a wide area. Other commentat­ors argue that the system was behind the rapid expansion of the colony in the mid-eighteenth century. Around this time, the VOC was granting loan farms as far north from Cape Town as present-day Piketberg, and to the east, the farmers of the Swellendam district were beginning to graze in the Zuurveld, despite government prohibition.

The VOC largely refrained from enforcing the Gamtoos River boundary until 1770, when it issued a formal proclamation ordering all Europeans living beyond the limit to return to the colony. However, the migrant farmers now calling themselves “Boers”  ignored the proclama­tion and continued grazing in the Zuurveld, where they coexisted with the Xhosas in relative peace, thanks largely to the Xhosa view of land as a shared resource. The trouble began in 1780.

In 1778, while touring the eastern frontier, Governor Baron Joachim van Plettenberg—concerned about a possible French or English takeover of Algoa Bay—sought to ceremoniously extend the colony’s limits to the Great Fish River. However, instead of negotiating this with the Zuurveld chiefs, he reached an agreement with Rharhabe, Phalo’s Right-Hand-Son, mistakenly believing him to be the Great Chief or king of all the Xhosas.

After erecting stone markers to mark the new colonial boundary, Plettenberg left the eastern frontier for Cape Town, thinking he had settled the question of the ownership of the Zuurveld. However, in 1780, when he issued a formal proclamation declaring the new boundary, tension rose between the Boers and the Zuurveld-Xho­sas. Some Boers, believing the declaration had been lawfully agreed upon with the Zuurveld chiefs, tried to pressure them to move across the Fish River.

As a result, the following year, 1781, violence broke out between the two groups in what became known as the First Frontier War. The conflict began when a Boer shot and killed a Xhosa tribesman, accusing him of stock theft. In response, the Zuurveld-Xhosas united under Chief Jalamba, one of Mdange’s grandsons, and attacked the Boers. The Bo­ers fled, leaving nine farmers dead and many farms in complete ruin.

In a letter to Plettenberg, O. G. de Wet, the landdrost of the Stellen­bosch district, defended the Xhosas using the now illegal K-word, which shall be retained in this book solely to preserve the authenticity of the historical sources and critically to expose the systematic prejudices and historical distortions of the colonists. De Wet placed the blame squarely on the Boers for starting the conflict, saying, “The violence and annoyances commit­ted against the Kaffirs by the Boers are the primary causes of these hos­tilities.”

Before the war, the Xhosas had submitted a complaint to the local “veldwachtmeester”, or “field cornet”, a civil officer with judicial and milit­ary powers. They complained that the Boers were in the habit of seizing their cattle without a cause and of killing their people under the pretext of stock theft. The Boers sent counterclaims, but de Wet judged the Xhosas’ com­plaints more credible: “The Kaffirs’ natural disposition”, he argued, “however revengeful, is not so cruel as to provoke them to such daring attempts without just cause.”

Despite his plea for a peaceful resolution, the VOC responded by authorising a militia of farmers, known as a “Commando”, to enter the Zuurveld with orders to drive the Xhosas across the Fish River.

The company appointed a Boer named Adriaan van Jaarsveld as the commander of the expedition. Van Jaarsveld had distinguished himself as a capable commandant in the VOC’s ongoing war of extermination against the San. However, the Xhosas were a much more organised en­emy than the Khoikhoi and the San.  

Unable to defeat them in battle, van Jaarsveld invited the Xhosas to a peace conference. When Jalamba and his men arrived unarmed, the commandant treacherously ordered his men to open fire, killing the chief and his men while they were picking up gifts he had laid for them on a table.

Around the same time, Rharhabe died in a battle against one of the powerful tribes of the neighbouring aba-Thembu nation. According to Xhosa ‘oral history’, a Thembu chief had married one of Rharhabe’s daughters and paid a substantial dowry.

Rharhabe, however, was never satisfied and was on the habit of repeatedly returning to demand more cattle, often using force. He met his demise during one of these expeditions, having never clarified his agreement with Plettenberg to the Zuurveld-Xhosa chiefs.

His Great-Son, Mlaho, having died in the same conflict, and with Ngqika, his Great-Son, still a minor, Mlaho’s counsellors appointed his brother Ndlambe as a guardian and regent for Ngqika. Ndlambe be­friended the Dutch and during his reign, the settlers spread eastward across the Great Ka­roo, reaching as far as the Tarka River.

The displaced Karoo Khoikhoi and San tribes poured into the Zuurveld, leading to the now prevailing claim that they are the original owners of the country. Recognising that Swellen­dam could no longer serve as an effective frontier district because of this expansion, the VOC established the Graaff-Reinet district on the Cam­deboo, in the heart of the Karoo.

In 1786, the company appointed Mauritz Hermann Otto Woeke, a second-class merchant, as landdrost of the new drostdy, whose boundar­ies stretched from the Nuweveldberge Mountains in the west to the Tarka River in the east.

In the same year, violence flared once more between the Zuurveld-Xhosas and the Boers. The Xhosas united under the ama-Khwane chief, Tyhaka. Unable to match Tyhaka’s strength, the Boers called on Ndlambe for assistance. The regent crossed the Fish River with 3,000 warriors and fatally wounded Tyhaka in battle. The Zuurveld-Xhosas were defeated, and their cattle were seized.

Following Tyhaka’s death, the government of the ama-Khwane, or ‘ama-Gqunukhwebe’, as the Xhosas now called them, passed to his Great-Son, Chungwa. As a reward for his aid, the Boers presented Ndlambe with a large share of the captured cattle. However, when war broke out again between the Boers and the Zuurveld-Xhosas in 1793, Ndlambe sided with his fellow tribesmen.

Three years after this war, now known as the Second Frontier War, the regent became the target of a coup. Ngqika had recently undergone circumcision, the Xhosa coming-of-age ritual. His mother, Novile, the daughter of another powerful Thembu chief, demanded that Ndlambe transfer authority to her son.

Although Ngqika was now considered a man, he was only fourteen, and Xhosa succession law required a chief to be at least nineteen years old to assume full governance. Ndlambe refused to resign, but Novile was determined. She raised a considerable force and defeated the regent in battle. She was aided by Ngxokela, one of Mlaho’s old counsellors; her lover, the renegade Boer, Coenraad de Buys; and two of her relatives, Thembu chiefs Ntlebi and “Mambish”. The Zuurveld chiefs distanced themselves from the new chiefdom, signalling their disapproval of for­eign interference in Xhosa politics. After his defeat, Ndlambe retired to Zuurveld.

Meanwhile, new developments in Europe were taking place that would profoundly affect the ownership of the Cape of Good Hope and throw Great Britain into the contest for the ownership of the Zuurveld.

Early in 1795, Napoleon’s French Revolutionary Army invaded Hol­land and helped establish the egalitarian Batavian Republic. The Stadt­holder, or ruler of Holland, Willem V, Prince of Orange, fled to England.

The invasion caused panic in London. Fearing a French takeover, the British sent out a large expeditionary force under General Sir James Craig to occupy the colony, and by October, the first British occupation of the Cape began, ending one hundred and forty-three years of VOC rule.

General Craig assumed the role of interim governor. However, the young Cape Dutch, inspired by the French Revolution and sympathetic to the Batavians, resisted the occupation. The resistance ended in 1796 with the capture of a fleet sent by Napoleon to assist the Dutch rebels. Later that year, Earl George Macartney, a British diplomat and colonial admin­istrator, arrived to take over as governor.

The following year, Macartney sent his private secretary, John Bar­row, to meet Ngqika, mistakenly assuming that Plettenberg’s proclama­tion represented a legitimate agreement with the Xhosas to extend the colonial boundary to the Great Fish River and that Ngqika, as a des­cendant of Rharhabe, was the Great Chief or king of all the Xhosas.

Honoratus Christiaan David Maynier, who had replaced Woeke as the land­drost of Graaff-Reinet, accompanied Barrow into Xhosaland.

On the banks of the Kariega River near where Kenton-on-Sea now stands, Barrow met the Xhosa chiefs Mbalu and Thole, sons of Langa. With Langa now deceased, the governance fell on his Great-Son Mbalu—later known as Nqeno.

Barrow learned from the two that the Zuurveld chiefs were at log­gerheads with Ngqika. Mbalu asked Barrow to intercede with Ngqika on his and his brother’s behalf, promising that if Ngqika sent a messen­ger of peace, they would leave the Zuurveld and “return to their coun­try.” Several other Zuurveld chiefs came to make similar appeals.

On the morning of September 3, as Barrow and his party prepared to continue their journey after resting near the Bushman’s River, several Zuurveld chiefs paid him a visit. Among them was Chief Tshatshu, the head of the ama-Ntinde, one of the Xhosa nation's oldest branches. Nd­lambe’s brother, Mjalusi, was also present. All came to confess their “fear of returning to their country, lest Ngqika should make war upon them.”

When Barrow arrived at Ngqika’s residence, he discovered the chief wasn’t expecting him until the next day. He was told that Ngqika had left that morning for one of his cattle stations, also called ‘kraals’, about twelve miles north, after learning that wolves had badly attacked his cattle there the night before.

Novile ordered the visitors to unsaddle, and a spokesman, elected for the occasion, came forward to pose the invariable questions asked of strangers on arrival at a Xhosa chief’s residence.

“Who are you? Where do you come from? Where are you going? What do you seek? What is the news?”

After a satisfactory answer from the visitors, the queen mother sent for the chief.

In the meantime, she—described by Barrow as “a well-looking wo­man, about thirty-five”—and Ngqika’s wife, “a beautiful girl of about fifteen”, along with fifty or sixty female attendants, formed a half-circle around the visitors. The women tried to entertain the guests with lively, friendly conversation.

Soon, Ngqika arrived, riding an ox at full gallop, followed by five or six men. The meeting began unceremoniously on a small grass patch un­der the shade of a large mimosa tree.

“Let us all sit in a semicircle on the ground,” Ngqika said, “not as a sign of civility, but so that everyone can hear what is said more easily.”

Barrow noted that Ngqika seemed pleased with his visit. He said the chief already knew why he was there and quickly began to explain his position regarding the Zuurveld-Xhosas, saying he was glad to have the chance to do so. “None of the Xhosas who had passed the boundary are to be con­sidered my subjects,” Ngqika declared. “They are chiefs just like me and entirely independent of my rule. However, my ancestors had al­ways held the first rank, and their supremacy had been acknowledged on all occasions by the colonists.”

“All the Xhosas and chiefs who had at any time been desirous to enter under the protection of my family had been kindly received,” he added, “and those who chose rather to remain independent had been permitted to do so, without being considered in the light of enemies.”

Surprised by the young chief’s “common sense and prudence”, Bar­row explained to Ngqika that it was the British government’s wish to live in peace with the Xhosas. He then presented six articles for the young chief’s consideration:

	Ngqika should send a messenger of peace and friendship, ac­companied by a government interpreter, to the Xhosa chiefs liv­ing in the Zuurveld.

	He should forbid his people from crossing the “colonial bound­ary” without his clear permission and a written pass.

	His people should avoid any contact with the colonists, and any colonists found in his land should be safely escorted to Graaff-Reinet under a strong guard.

	If a ship wrecked near his lands, Ngqika should protect the pas­sengers and crew and help them reach Graaff-Reinet safely.

	Any slave, Khoikhoi, or person of mixed Khoikhoi and European ancestry found in his territory should be captured and sent to Graaff-Reinet.

	Ngqika should maintain friendly relations with the local land­drost by sending one of his captains each year—or more often if needed—wearing a brass plate engraved with the emblem of the king of Britain.


Ngqika readily agreed to all the points except the last part of the third article. “I do not think it right for a Xhosa to make prisoners of men far superior to themselves, as the Christians,” he said. “But I prom­ise to inform the landdrosts should any be met within my territory.”

The young chief then began speaking freely with his visitors. “My father died and left me, when very young, under the guardian­ship of Ndlambi, one of his first chiefs and brother,” he said. “He acted as regent during my minority, but having refused to resign to me my right on coming of years of discretion, my father’s friends showed them­selves in my favour, and by their assistance I obliged my uncle to flee. This man had then joined with Kauta, a powerful chief to the north, and with their united forces made war against me, but I was victorious and took Ndlambi prisoner. I had never been at war with, nor to my knowledge had ever given the slightest offence to, the chiefs on the other side of the Keiskamma. On the contrary, I have always endeavoured to conciliate their goodwill.”

“But since my friends and subjects supported me in the assumption and maintenance of my right,” he continued. “I observed a disposition in those chiefs to withdraw themselves from my friendship. The people of Mbalu and Thole particularly had committed terrible plunder on the cattle of my subjects. And when I sent to them a civil message to en­quire if any of my cattle had by chance strayed into their territories, to my great surprise, I was informed these chiefs had quit the country. I have, more than once, since that period, sent to them my proffers of friendship, but they detained and, as I suppose, put to death my messen­gers. Yet still, to avoid giving them any pretext for commencing hostilit­ies, I had strictly forbidden any of my subjects from molesting their hab­itations or even to pass the Keiskamma.”

When Ngqika was done with his account of his rise to power, everyone sat quietly.

With the business that had brought him to Xhosaland concluded, Barrow presented the young chief with a hamper of copper sheets, brass wires, glass beads, knives, mir­rors, flints, steel pipes, tinderboxes, and a large amount of tobacco. The queen mother received the same gifts. All the other women had re­mained in the background during the meeting, including Ngqika’s uncle Ndlambe.

“The young king’s treatment of this man did him immense honour,” Barrow recorded in his diary. “After the war, all his former attendants, his cattle, and his six wives were restored to him, with as much liberty as the rest of his subjects, except that he was always obliged to be in the same village with the king.”

Barrow noted that Ngqika was about nineteen at the time. He de­scribed him as being of an elegant form with a graceful and manly de­portment, standing about five feet ten. His face was a deep bronze col­our, almost black, with soft, smooth skin. His dark brown eyes were full of animation, and his teeth were regular, well-set, and white as the purest ivory. His countenance was open but “marked more with reflec­tion than typically observed in a Kaffir.”

“He had the appearance, indeed, of possessing in an eminent degree a solid understanding and a clear head for every question that related to their manners, customs, laws, and various other points,” Barrow wrote. “He gave, without embarrassment or reserve, direct and unequivocal answers. His understanding was not stronger than his disposition ap­peared to be amiable.”

Barrow observed that Ngqika's people adored him; “his name was on everyone's lips, seldom pronounced without signs of joy.”

He wrote that Ngqika had one young wife and a little daughter named Yese. He wore a wreath of copper beads around his head. On his arm were five large rings made from elephant tusks, and a chain of red beads hung around his neck. His cloak was made of leopard skin, but when meeting his visitors, he threw it aside and, like the rest of his people, appeared completely naked.

Barrow reported that, at the time, Ngqika lived in a temporary kraal near the “Xhukwane”, which he described as a small stream that flowed into the Keiskamma River. The kraal had about forty or fifty beehive-shaped huts. The chief’s hut was at the head of the village, a little bigger and neater than the others, about ten feet wide and eight feet high.

Barrow further wrote that the women built the huts, while the men only set up the wooden frames. The frames were covered with a mixture of clay and cow dung. Once they dried, the huts were neatly covered with mats, making them waterproof, warm, and bug-free.

Before his journey, Barrow had read several travelogues de­scribing the Xhosas as agriculturalists. So, he was a little disappointed when he saw no sign of cultivation in Ngqika’s territory, “not a vestige of which had anywhere appeared,” he wrote.

When asked, Ngqika explained that because of the wars of the past two or three years, he hadn’t stayed in one place for more than a month or two at a time. He added that in peacetime his people always planted millet, corn and other vegetables.

“Nothing could give me an equal degree of pleasure to that of seeing the assegai, now an instrument of war, converted into a tool of hus­bandry. But at present, I am in expectation of yet another hostility,” the young chief said.

Barrow noted that Ngqika was very pleased when Maynier promised to supply him with seeds once his country returned to peace. He wrote, “And he appeared to anticip­ate the happiness that his people would experience, after the fatigues and horrors of war, in returning to their ancient habits of peaceful in­dustry.”

Barrow further noted that the government forms east and west of the Fish River were very different. “Ngqika was the acknowledged sovereign over the country east of the Fish River. The few chiefs living among his people were obedient to his commands and considered themselves his cap­tains.” But in the Zuurveld, although the weaker chiefs respected the stronger ones, each chief was a “king” to himself. He wrote, “These de­tached hordes seem in their government to resemble the ancient clans of the Scottish Highlands.”

Before he left, he asked Ngqika if the Xhosas believed in a Su­preme Being and, if so, what their ideas were about “Him”. The young chief replied, “We believe in the existence of some invisible power that sometimes brings good and sometimes evil upon us. It is this power that causes men to die suddenly or before they arrive at years of maturity. It is this power that raises the wind and makes thunder and lightning to frighten and, sometimes, to kill us. It is this power that leads the sun across the world in the day and the moon at night and makes all these things that we cannot understand nor imitate.”

Barrow then showed him his watch, and to the young chief’s appar­ent surprise, he concluded, “It was clear that he had never seen one be­fore.”

After carefully watching the movement of the watch’s hands, Ngqika looked at the people around him and said the words “Tsi Ha”, which the whole crowd repeated with a nod.

Barrow could not get a clear explanation of this expression from his Khoikhoi interpreter, other than that it referred to “some influence of the dead over the living in instigating and directing the actions of the latter.”

The conference ended as unceremoniously as it began, and the visit­ors took a friendly leave of the young chief and returned to the colony.

Barrow noted that “the Xhosas differed from all their neighbouring tribes in their manner of disposing of the dead.” He wrote, “Funeral rites are bestowed only on the bodies of their chiefs and on their chil­dren. The first are generally interred very deep in the cattle fold or places where their own oxen used to stand at night, and the bodies of in­fants are most commonly deposited in the ant hills that have been ex­cavated by anteaters. The rest are exposed to be devoured by wolves. The relatives of the deceased are spared the shock of seeing the mangled carcass because the animals drag it away to their dens. A Kaffir, in con­sideration of this piece of service, holds the life of a wolf sacred; at least, he never endeavours to destroy it, the consequence of which is that the country swarms with them.”

After jotting these words in his journal, John Barrow, like Joachim van Plettenberg before him, returned to the colony, thinking he had settled the Zuurveld problem. There was, up to now, no mention of Makanna or Lynx in Xhosa or European records.
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The Coming of The Deceiver
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In 1799, two years after John Barrow’s visit to Ngqika, Reverend Dr. Johannes Vanderkemp and Reverend James Edmonds of the London Missionary Society became the first missionaries to enter Xhosaland. According to South African colonial history, Makanna learned about Christianity from Vanderkemp.

The source for this claim is Reverend Dr. Albert Kropf of the Berlin Missionary Society. Kropf made this claim in his book Die Lügenpropheten des Kafferlandes (The Lying Prophets of Kaffirland), published in 1889. Using the derogatory term “Hottentots” for the Khoikhoi, which is kept here for authenticity and exposition, he wrote:

“The well-known truth: Where the Lord builds his church, the devil immediately sets up a chapel next to it, was also fulfilled in Kaffirland at the time when the Lord God sent a witness of the truth to the people in Ntsikana. Lying prophets arose who entangled the Kaffirs in the most absurd superstitions and told them what their ears were itching for, namely freedom from English rule. Among these fraudsters who ap­peared from time to time among the Xosakaffirs and became wildly excited, three men in particular deserve special mention, who are still held in great esteem by the people today, even though they suffered terrible misery and also met a bad end themselves. Their names are nevertheless spoken with reverence by the heathen throughout Kaffir­land. The first among them is Nxele, the left-handed one which was therefore called Links by the Whites. He was a common man, did not come from a respectable or noble family, but through his cunning and energy he made himself the leader of the Ndhlambekaffirs in the second decade of this century. As van der Kemp, the first mis­sionary, called Nyengana by the Kaffirs, when he left Kaffirland and returned to Uitenhage, Nxele's father was among the Hottentots and Kaffirs accompanying van der Kemp to look for work in the Cape Colony. It is certain that Nxele's parents lived near the mission station and that Nxele spent his early childhood there. Van der Kemp preached about the great day of resurrection when all the dead would rise at the last sunset. This boy Nxele was very interested in the subject. Equipped with good intellec­tual powers, he created his own faith by mixing the Christian doctrine of the resurrec­tion of the dead with various pagan superstitions. Returning to his tribe, he was com­pletely clear about the path he had to take in order to gain fame and wealth for himself and thus satisfy his pride.”

Dr. Kropf is considered an authority on Makanna, even though he only arrived in South Africa in 1838, eighteen years after Makanna’s death, and began to write fifty years later. His claims that Makanna was a boy at the time of Vanderkemp’s arrival in Xhosaland, that his par­ents were among the Xhosas and Khoikhoi who left the country with Vanderkemp, and that he adopted Christianity from him are founda­tional to colonial historiography. However, during his stay in Xhosa­land, Vanderkemp kept a neat journal which Dr. Kropf must not have been aware of because it contradicts everything he said.

At the time of Vanderkemp's and Edmonds’ arrival in Xhosaland, Hintsa, son of Kauta, son of Gcaleka, son of Phalo, was the paramount chief or king of all the Xhosas east and west of the Kei River. Major-General Francis Dundas was acting governor of the Cape; this was after Earl Macartney resigned and returned to England due to illness in November the previous year. The eastern frontier was in turmoil. The Khoikhoi were revolting against the Boers; the Boers were rebelling against the British, and the British were fighting with the Zuurveld-Xho­sas.

The Anglo-Xhosa conflict erupted early in the year, after Dundas sent troops to build a stone fortress at the mouth of the Baakens River near Algoa Bay to ‘defend against a potential French invasion on the eastern frontier’.

Claiming the land in which the fortress was to be built, the Zuurveld-Xhosas united under Chungwa and attacked the fortification, leading to what is now known as the Third Frontier War.

According to his journal, amidst the turmoil, Vanderkemp and his party reached the borders of Xhosaland on July 19, 1799, and set up camp at the confluence of the Baviaans River and the Great Fish River. From there he sent messengers to Ngqika to request permission to enter the country. While waiting for a reply from the chief, the missionaries visited a nearby kraal and watched as a group of Xhosa ironsmiths went about their work crafting assegais.

William Bruintjie, one of Vanderkemp’s guides, a Khoikhoi from the Gen­adendal Moravian mission, tried to speak with the blacksmiths. They told him that Vanderkemp need not fear; Ngqika was expecting him, and they were willing to help him with his “plans”, although they in­sisted, “We do not know why you are here.”

“This we tried to explain to them,” Vanderkemp wrote, “when they told Bruintjie, ‘Your masters are the children of the Great Chief above.’”

Vanderkemp must have forgotten that he had recorded this conver­sation when years later he wrote that when he found them, the Xhosas had no idea of a Supreme Being. Yet in the same record, he also listed three indigenous Xhosa names for God: “Tixo” or “Thixo” (God), “Mdali” (The Creator), and “Ophezulu” (The One Above).

Although he later retracted his statement, still contradicting himself, he insisted that the Xhosas borrowed the word “Tixo” from the Khoik­hoi to “make up for the absence of a word for God in their language.”

In later years, missionary and colonial writers repeated the claim as a historical fact, despite the contradiction in Vanderkemp’s diary, and a fabricated etymology was forged to link the Xhosa term “Tixo” to the Khoikhoi deity “Tsui-Goab”. Some colonial writers even went as far as claiming that it was Vanderkemp who introduced the name “Tixo” to the Xhosas. What these writers missed was that “Tixo” is a clickified “Tilo”, a Zambezi name for the “Lord of the Sky and Lightning”, whose description matches Ngqika’s description of God to John Barrow.

After the messengers returned with Ngqika’s permission to enter the country and his tobacco box to be used as a passport, the missionaries cut through the woods and filled several fords with trees and branches for their wagons to cross. About a hundred Xhosas came out and stood watching from a distance as the missionaries approached Ngqika’s great-kraal (chief's residence).

“Does anyone know where we can find the king, Gaika?” Vander­kemp yelled to the crowd, but no one answered.

After a tense ten-minute wait, Ngqika appeared, walking at a steady pace flanked by two of his captains. He was dressed in his royal leopard-skin mantle, with his royal necklace of red beads hanging loose across his bare chest. In his right hand, he held an iron club. His cheeks and lips were painted red with ochre. He stopped about twenty paces from the missionaries, and Vanderkemp wrote that one of his captains sig­nalled that “this is the ruler of the land.”

When the missionaries stepped forward; Ngqika slowly marched towards them, extending his right hand, and shook their hands without saying a word. At a distance behind him, the rest of his subordinate chiefs and counsellors stood with his wives, forming a half-circle.

Further back, on the hills, his followers watched the exchange with curiosity. Throughout the exchange, Ngqika remained impassive, not moving an eyelid or changing a single feature of his face.

“Is there anyone who can speak Dutch?” Vanderkemp called to the crowd. Some Xhosas smiled, but no one answered.

A quarter of an hour later, a gigantic white man, tall and strong, ar­rived, dressed in the latest European fashion. Ngqika stepped forward and sat on an anthill. The white man positioned himself to his left, and all of the chiefs’ captains gathered around him.

“My name is Coenraad de Buys,” the man told the missionaries. “I shall be the chief’s interpreter.”

Vanderkemp handed the tobacco box which he had filled with but­tons to Buys, and he passed it to Ngqika.

“Is this tobacco box for me?” Ngqika asked.

“My lord, we are returning your tobacco box as a token to show that we are the same men you sent it to for passage through your country. But we could not return it empty,” Vanderkemp replied.

“Thank you,” Ngqika said. “I am very pleased to see that you put so much confidence in me.”

After waiting for Buys to translate, Ngqika continued, “You have done well to come to me, but now I desire to know your intentions for coming to my country and what you desire of me.”

Vanderkemp replied, “My lord, we came to teach you and your people news that will make you happy in this and the next life. We only ask for your leave to settle ourselves, or rather, myself, as my brother
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