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It is only the poor who are forbidden to beg.

L

AST Saturday, a tombstone was
unveiled in Johannesburg Brix
ton’s Cemetery over the previ
ously unmarked grave of Nokutela
Dube, née Mdima, the first wife of John
Langalibalele Dube, first president of
the ANC, creator of the Ohlange Insti
tute at Inanda, and founder of the
newspaper Ilanga lase Natal.
That Nokutela was an important fig
ure in her own right was made clear
earlier in the preceding week when she
was awarded a posthumous Mahatma
Gandhi Satyagraha Award by the Gan
dhi Development Trust at a function
held at Durban’s City Hall.
When the descendants of Nokutela
Dube, went up on stage to accept her
award, much mention was made of
Chérif Keita and the key role he has
played in bringing Nokutela Dube back
into history, as well as finding her long
forgotten grave.
For well over a decade, Keita has been
uncovering the history of the Dubes
and, in what can only be called a labour
of love, he has made two films to take
his findings to a wider audience.
Keita, professor of French and Fran
cophone African and Caribbean litera
tures at Carleton College, Northfield,
Minnesota, in the U.S., as well as an
authority on the music of his native
country, Mali, first visited South Africa
in 1999. “I travelled with 18 students
to hear stories from South Africans,”
he told The Witness in a previous inter
view. “There were heartrending sto
ries, and stories to celebrate.”
Back in 1999, Keita also met Zenzele
Dube, grandson of John Dube, who told
Keita how his grandfather’s education
in the U.S. had provided the impetus
for his life when he returned to South
Africa. “When I heard this I thought
I had to get the story of Dube in the
U.S.,” said Keita, “and bring it back to
South Africa as a token of my gratitude
for all the stories I heard while I was
here.”
Thus began a project that saw Keita
make the awardwinning documentary
film OberlinInanda: The Life and
Times of John L. Dube, which linked the
story of Inanda to Dube’s education in
the U.S. at Oberlin College in Ohio.
Keita followed up with another film,
Cemetery Stories: A Rebel Missionary
in South Africa, detailing the previous
ly untold story of the American mis
sionary Reverend William Wilcox, un
der whose wing Dube first went to the
U.S. Keita also organised the Wilcox
descendants’ visit to South Africa in
2007 to meet the Dube family.
Keita now visits South Africa on an
annual basis. “I feel like a local. I have
even been given a Zulu name, Zwelethu
[it means “our land”, but is used here
in the sense that he belongs to the
place]. I feel like a child of KwaZuluNa
tal.”
During a visit to South Africa in 2011,
Keita gave the John Langalibalele Dube
Memorial Lecture at the Edgewood
Campus of the University of KwaZulu
Natal, but spent the rest of his time fol
lowing another Dube trail, that of
Nokutela Mdima, who became Dube’s
first wife.
“John Dube led me to the Wilcoxes
and they led me back to Nokutela,” said
Keita. “It’s as if she is crying out for
my attention — that she has invited me
to speak for her. I did what I did for
John Dube and for the Wilcoxes, now
it’s Nokutela’s turn.”
Keita describes the Wilcoxes as the
American adoptive parents of John
Dube and Nokutela Ndima. “They both
grew up to together as mission chil
dren,” said Keita. “They were both
moulded by William and Ida Wilcox.
Nokutela was Ida’s pupil at Inanda
from 1881 on.
“In 1882, at the age of about 13,
Nokutela wrote an essay titled My
Home, which Ida sent to the Rice Coun
ty Journal in Northfield, Minnesota,
the Wilcoxes home town,” he said.
“It was published as part of a regular
series by Ida who wrote about her expe
riences as a missionary and she used
Nokutela’s essay to demonstrate the
dedication of Zulu students in learning
English at Inanda.”
The Wilcoxes also provided a role
model as a couple, according to Keita.
“Ida went everywhere with her hus
band; they were always together. And
together they were strong.”
In 1887, William Wilcox took Dube

Lillian Makhatini, greatniece of Nokutela Dube, speaking after accepting
the Mahatma Gandhi Satyagraha Award that was awarded posthumously
to Dube by the Gandhi Development Trust at a function that was held
at the Durban City Hall last week.
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V CHÉRIF KEITA, discussing
Nokutela Dube’s tour of the U.S. in
the late 1890s singing click songs

“Miriam Makeba was so excited
in November 2001, when I told
her about Nokutela, and proud
to have been on a trail blazed
by another young South African
woman more than 50 years
before her.”
to the U.S. where he attended Oberlin
College. When Dube returned to Natal
he accepted a teaching post and, in
1894, married Nokutela Mdima. The
couple subsequently made several vis
its to the U.S., mainly to raise funds to
realise their joint vision of an inde
pendent school for Africans.
“It was a great partnership that gen
erated so much in terms of fund rais
ing,” said Keita. “And they were valued
there as equals. The Los Angeles Times
of February 13, 1898, featured Nokutela
in its feature Women of note.
An American journalist described
Nokutela as “young, with blazing black
eyes, smooth brown skin and hand
some regular features. She speaks good
English with a deliberation that is
charming and in the softest voice in the
world. Her manner is grace itself.”
“During the tour of the U.S. with
John, she was the first black South Afri
can woman to use music to speak about
her people, mesmerising audiences in
the late 1890s singing click songs,” said
Keita.
“Miriam Makeba was so excited in
November 2001, when I told her about
Nokutela, and proud to have been on
a trail blazed by another young South
African woman more than 50 years be
fore her. ‘Alleluia,’ she said, ‘I come
along 60 years later and do the same
thing.’ Miriam felt she was part of a tra
dition.”
Nokutela was a talented musician.
“She built up the musical culture that
was so much part of Ohlange and with
her husband, she produced A Zulu Song

Book, published in 1911. In it there is
A Prayer for the Children of Ohlange.
It’s to the tune of Nkosi Sikelele Africa
but with different words. It’s essentially
a praise song of Dube.
“Ohlange was her creation along
with John’s, and as such she was the
first mother of the children of Oh
lange.” But the powerful partnership of
husband and wife was to come to an
abrupt end. In 1914, as revealed in
Heather Hughes 2011 biography, First
President, Dube had a child by a female
student at Ohlange. The child died
shortly thereafter, making it easier to
prevent the matter becoming public
knowledge.
In an interview with The Witness,
Hughes talked about the event, one
more tragedy than scandal. “It came
out of a long, long period of pain, al
most mourning, that he and Nokutela
couldn’t have children,” she said.
“In hindsight, we don’t have to mor
alise or be judgmental. We can explain
and understand. It was the end of their
marriage and the end of their joint ven
ture.”
Nokutela was so distressed that she
left Inanda and went to live on a farm
in Wakkerstroom in the then Trans
vaal. “She left everything. It must have
been so tragic for her,” said Keita. “The
whole incident possibly led to the
breakdown in her health.”
Dube also spent much of his time
in Johannesburg, where the Dube’s had
a house in Sophiatown. When he heard
Nokutela was suffering from a kidney
infection, Dube arranged for her to be
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Vegetarianism should be a top
priority to protect the environment.
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Chérif Keita (left) with Lulu Dube, the only surviving daughter of John
Langalibalele Dube, after a showing of the rough cut of his new
documentary, Ukukhumbula Nokutela (Remembering Nokutela), at an ANC
conference marking 100 years of the ANC Women’s League, which was
held at Coastlands Hotel last month.
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‘Remember
to call at
my grave’
STEPHEN COAN looks at what led Chérif Keita on a
journey to find Nokutela Dube’s longforgotten grave
and ensure that her deeds were recognised

THE WITNESS

THE ikhehla had been waiting for
me for a while, sitting ram-rod
straight, his shoes polished like a
mirror, his hat in his hand. He had
a big nkinga. One of his cows had
been battling to give birth for at
least two days and needed some urgent veterinary attention. It was
Friday 4 pm, bad timing.
I piled him into my pick-up with
a heavy heart and left our littered
city, climbing up the hills to the upper reaches of Sweetwaters township.
His homestead was a reflection of
himself. His daub-and-wattle house
had been recently whitewashed
and a small garden of pink and
white flowers greeted the entrance.The yard was devoid of grass
but had recently been raked and
brushed. A poor man’s abode but
one that was maintained with pride
and devotion.
I was greeted with courtesy (if not
optimism) by his wife, a gnarled and
genteel old woman, his daughter
and her husband, a thin and sickly
man, who was unlikely to be of any
assistance if strength and energy
were required.
A corner of the yard was enclosed
with a miscellany of wire and
planks. Here, the herd (which comprised two cows, a heifer and a calf)
was kraaled at night. A recent
downpour had created a quagmire,
the depth of which, in places, would

AN overhaul of world farming
and more vegetarianism should
be top priorities to protect the
environment, along with curbs
on fossil fuel use, a United Na
tionsbacked study said recent
ly.
The report said food produc
tion and fossilfuel use causes
pollution, greenhouse gases,
diseases and forest destruc
tion.
“How the world is fed and
fuelled will, in large part, define
development in the 21st centu
ry,” said the 112page report by
the International Panel for Sus
tainable Resource Manage
ment.
“Agricultural production ac
counts for 70% of the global
freshwater consumption, 38%
of the total land use and 14%
of the world’s greenhouse gas
emissions,” said Achim Steiner,
head of the UN Environment
Programme (Unep).
The report said consumers
could help by cutting down on
meat consumption and use of
fossil fuels for heating or trav
el. “Animal products are impor
tant because more than half of
the world’s crops are used to
feed animals, not people,” it
said.
“A substantial reduction of
impacts would only be possible
with a substantial worldwide
diet change, away from animal
products.”
Researchers said it was no
surprise fossil fuels were a top
concern.
“More surprising was food
production — agriculture, fish
ing and pasture,” Edgar Hert
wich, lead author at the Norwe
gian University of Science and
Technology, told Reuters.
Reform “will be a Titanic
task, but one that is essential
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for our future prosperity and
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OCKY loved me. He and I saw eye to
eye from the first moment we met.
He was a large, cuddly, black, teddy
bear of a Labrador. A friend more than a
patient. I was a judge at a local school pet
show at the time and had given him second
prize in “the friendliest dog” category and
have
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Hilde, her face pink and healthy from the
exertion, and Rocky with his customary
smile. Eventually, he reached his target
weight. He had lost nearly a quarter of his
body mass and it probably extended his life
by a similar proportion. He was now a lean,
energetic, athlete of a dog. His achievement
was recognised by the manufacturers of the
diet food and he became a finalist in the
National Pet Slimmer of the Year competi
tion. The dignitaries arrived down from Jo
hannesburg for the presentation cocktail
party and I can remember vividly him sit
ting on the back seat of the car as they ar
rived. Ramrod straight. Like royalty. I al
most expected him to fan out his paw in
salutation to the fawning masses. The
weightloss programme aside, I saw a lot of
him throughout his life, often popping in at
their home for minor veterinary issues.
There was never any need for restraint, even
during uncomfortable procedures. I would
usually get a slobbery tongue in my ear for
my troubles.
Even when I visited him for the final
time. It was the day after Christmas, 2002.
He was 14 years old when I gave him his
last injection. He was a sweet, iconic dog
right to the end.
Sasha hated me. She was born on a farm
in the Nottingham Road district, the
daughter of a boerbul mother and a large,
dark German Shepherd dad. She had ar
rived shortly before Rocky’s final days and
had formed this opinion of me early on in
her life. Which was strange because her
family and their close friends knew her as a
loving, devoted pet, devoid of malice. I am
not sure why she did not like me. Perhaps
she was jealous of the attention I gave
Rocky. Maybe she associated me with pain
and insecurity, and viewed me with distrust.
It could be that her breeding had some
thing to do with it. Whatever the reasons,
it was an attitude that persisted throughout
her life and even, probably, deteriorated
with time. I, no doubt, exacerbated the
problem. It is difficult to give love when it
is not reciprocated, but, although I tried to
establish a relationship with her during her
formative, bonding years when she was
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turned. As she grew older and her canines
more pronounced, so a status quo evolved
which involved me ignoring her as much as
possible and she only growling at me if I
ventured too close. Mostly she tried her
best to get as far away from me as possible.
of course, was
not always
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Art
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which culminates in a healt
It is ironic that last month, when I ad
ministered her final injection, there was no
struggle, no need for restraint, just a re
signed understanding, an implicit suggestion
that perhaps, in another life, we would be
friends. Maybe Rocky will be there too. I
sure hope so.
• The writer is a practising vet.

Learning about rivers in a fu

unmarked and its location forgotten.
Something Keita set out to remedy.
During his 2011 visit, Keita went to
Brixton Cemetery and, assisted by Alan
Buff, the manager of Johannesburg’s
Parks and Gardens, and Rufus
Moleseng, the cemetery’s caretaker, he
was able to locate Nokutela’s final rest

Those attending the unveiling were
also shown a rough cut of a new docu
mentary film by Keita, Ukukhumbula
Nokutela (Remembering Nokutela),
which was shown the previous weekend
in Durban to guests and delegates at
an ANC conference marking 100 years
of the ANC Women’s League at Coast

is crying for recognition. Biologically
she may have been unable to produce
children, but intellectually and spiritu
ally she had many, many children at Oh
lange, and thousands of intellectual
heirs who went on to become pioneers
in South Africa.”
• feature1@witness.co.za

