
NONGQAI Vol 12 No 6C — The Bulhoek Tragedy                                              

 



NONGQAI Vol 12 No 6C — The Bulhoek Tragedy                                            2 

 



NONGQAI Vol 12 No 6C — The Bulhoek Tragedy                                            3 

 

4 - 1921: The Bulhoek Tragedy in Historical Perspective (Met Afrikaanse voorwoord): Dr WP 
Steenkamp 
21 - The significance of the Bulhoek massacre today: Sam Matiase (PoliticsWeb)  
27 - The 24 May 1921 Bulhoek Shootings: Rodney Warwick PhD MA (Historical Studies) (UCT) 
37 - Bulhoek: Some Archival Documents from The SAP and SAPS Museum: HBH 
47 – The Bulhoek Tragedy: The Daily Despatch   
77 – Nawoord: Brig HB Heymans 

A SPECIAL EDITION OF NONGQAI ON THE BULHOEK TRADGEDY 
 
We also look at the development of riots and the combatting of unrest 
and riots from Bulhoek to Marikana. The police has no easy task!  

1922:  Bombs made and captured from Revolutionaries 



NONGQAI Vol 12 No 6C — The Bulhoek Tragedy                                            4 

 

1921: THE BULHOEK TRAGEDY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE  
 
(Met Afrikaanse voorwoord) 
 
Dr WP Steenkamp 

THE BULHOEK TRAGEDY IN HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE: IMPERIAL POLICIES & 
PROGRESS 
 
Voorwoord / opsomming: 
 
Mei 2021 is dit 100 jaar sedert ongeveer 500 
“Israeliete” (‘n swart sekte onder leiding van 
die “profeet” Enoch Mgijima) by Bulhoek in die 
Oos-Kaap ‘n swaarbewapende Unie-
polisiemag van meer as 800 man stormgeloop 
het met swaarde en assegaaie. 169 van die 
fanatiese aanvallers is doodgeskiet en meer 
as 150 gewond. Hierdie spesiale uitgawe van 
NONGQAI gedenk dié historiese gebeurtenis. 
Die spesiale uitgawe word ingelei met hierdie 
evaluerende artikel wat historiese perspektief 
gee (hoe Bulhoek verstaan moet word in die 
konteks van soortgelyke insidente in ander 
dele van die Britse Ryk kort na die 1e Wêreld-
oorlog, soos in Ierland en Indië, sowel as aan 
die Witwatersrand met die mynwerker-rebellie 
daar in 1922, en vervolgens hoe Bulhoek se 
hantering vergelyk met latere gebeure in Suid-
Afrika, soos die Zulu-aanslag op Indiërs in 
Durban in 1949, die Cato Manor / Sharpeville 
voorvalle van 1960, die oordeelkundige 
hantering van die massiewe, militante 
stakings wat in 1973 in Durban en omgewing 
uitgebreek het – soos  gekontrasteer teenoor 
die katastrofiese hantering van die 
skoolkinders-betoging op 16 Junie 1976 in 
Soweto – en,  les bes, die tragedie by 
Marikana in 2012. 
 
Die uitgawe bestaan voorts in hoofsaak uit ‘n 
hedendaagse swart perspektief oor die 
gebeure (her-publiseer vanuit die PoliticsWeb-
tydskrif), en die reprodusering van ‘n spesiale 
boekie oor die insident wat die Daily Dispatch 
in 1921 uitgegee  het en wat die gebeure in 
detail beskryf (uit die Brits-imperiale hoek); dis 
met baie fotos toegelig. 
In slotsom kan mens sê dat die militaristiese 
krygswet-styl van publieke orde-polisiëring 
wat die Britse Ryk kort na WO1 gekenmerk 
het (met die doelbewuste, beplande 
aanwending van kanonne, swaar masjien-
gewere, pantserkarre, vliegtuig-bombar-

dement en bajonette, ongeag van velkleur, 
teen burgerlikes in Ierland, Indië en aan die 
Witwatersrand), na die 2de Wêreldoorlog plek 
gemaak het vir meer moderne “sagte” 
publieke orde-polisiëring. Waar daar wel 
ernstige mense verlies voorgekom het  (soos 
by die baie vergelykbare Sharpeville en 
Marikana voorvalle) was die goue draad 
deurentyd dat die polisie onverhoeds betrap is 
deur eskalasie van die protesteerders se kant, 
en lede dan uit vrees vir hulle lewens, sonder 
bevel, met skerp ammunisie begin skiet het.  
Dit benadruk die noodsaak van die behoorlike 
oplei en toerus van die polisie vir die 
handhawing van openbare orde met nie-
dodelike wapens en tegnieke. Laaste maar 
nie die minste nie, onderstreep die drastiese-
verskillende uitkomste wat met die polisiëring 
van die Durban-stakings van 1973 en die 
Soweto-oproer van 1976 behaal is, die belang 
van oordeelkundige, doeltreffende leierskap 
op die toneel. 
 
Die tendens oor tyd wat die geskiedenis van 
die 20

e
 en 21

e
 eeu demonstreer, is dat lande 

toenemend deur interne uitdagings kon-
fronteer word, eerder as deur konvensionele 
oorloë wat teen hulle geloods word deur 
ander lande.  Hierdie binnelandse uitdagings 
is ook uiters uiteenlopend van aard – 
strekkende oor die spektrum, vanaf “sagte” 
polisiëring teen kleiner, alledaagse misdade, 
na die uiters ernstige bedreigings wat polities- 
of godsdiens-geïnspireerde gewapende aan-
valle deur radikale groepe en terroriste, tot by 
die bedreiging ingehou deur misdaad-
sindikate soos die narko-kartelle en 
transnasionale bendes soos die Mara 
Salvatrucha. Nasionale begrotings behoort 
aangepas te word om besteding op polisie 
eerder as konvensionele militêre magte te 
prioritiseer, en polisiedienste behoort struk-
tureel gestratifiseer te word sodat daar paslik-
toegeruste eenhede is om elk van die 
uiteenlopende uitdagings paslik te kan 
hanteer. 
 
 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Bulhoek – what happened? 

 
 tragedy that occurred on 24 May 1921, thus 
one hundred years ago, at Bulhoek in the pre-
sent-day Eastern Cape province of South Afri-
ca, is an eye-opener about perceptions that 
had existed at the time. Placed in historical 
perspective against other such events of it 
time and since, it also shows that public order 
policing has come a very long way from those 
dark days, but nevertheless that tragic inci-
dents can and will still happen, simply because 
policemen will always be human beings with 
mankind’s innate sense for self-preservation, if 
violent confrontation driven by naked blood-list 
is directed at them. 
 
The accompanying articles in this special cen-
tennial edition of Nongqai will set out the tragic 
events and much detail, for you as reader to 
form your own insights. Therefore, it suffices 
here to only briefly introduce the historical 
facts as necessary background for the analy-
sis to follow. 
  
How the events came about: Bulhoek was  

 
 

an armed confrontation between members of a 
Black African religious sect known as the Isra-
elites, led by their “prophet” Enoch Mgijima 
(born in that area), and the Police Force of the 
then white-governed Union of South Africa. 
The police were sent in to enforce court orders 
for the eviction of the Israelites from the com-
monage at Bulhoek (then Crown land) upon 
which the sect had for some time been erect-
ing an un-authorised settlement, to the annoy-
ance of the authorities and many of their black 
neighbours alike. 
 
The Israelites: Mgijima was a charismatic but 
controversial figure, who had been expelled by 
the church to which the sect had originally be-
longed because of what they had termed his 
“perverse” teachings. He claimed to have had 
visions about the coming end of the earth, for 
which he was preparing his followers. This ten-
dency of following prophets and their visions 
was not an unknown phenomenon among the 
Xhosa tribesmen of the eastern Cape, for little 
more than 60 years before Bulhoek, practically 

(Continued from page 4) 

(Continued on page 6) 
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the entire tribe had followed the dictates of the 
prophet Nonqawuse in 1856-57, killing their 
cattle and destroying their crops, because this 
was promised by her to lead to the divine ex-
pulsion of all white people from their soil; it 
had caused another vast human tragedy 
through famine. 
 
Enoch Mgijima had dressed his followers in 
uniform and armed them with swords and as-
segais. When engaged by officials, ordering 
them to leave the land, they had steadfastly 
maintained that it was sacred soil and that the 
law oof God trumps the law of man, so that 
they will stay. At the time of the tragic confron-
tation, Mgijima could muster roughly 500 
armed men.  
 
The S.A. Police contingent sent to evict the 
Israelites 
 
The authorities therefore anticipated re-
sistance when forced eviction was to be re-
sorted to (after more than 20 court orders had 
been issued, to no avail).  The union police 
force contingent that was mobilised, therefore 
consisted of 800 men and 35 officers, armed 
with two cannon, Maxim heavy machine guns 
and bolt-action rifles with bayonets. In hind-
sight it is noticeable that these were arms of 
war, and that no non-lethal tools of crowd con-
trol, such as tear gas, were made available. 
(The cannon were not actually utilised during 
the ensuing battle – they were said to have 
been brought along as part of psychological 
intimidation, to try and dissuade the Israelites 
from attacking). 
 
Apart from policemen drafted in from across 
the country for the operation, the force could 
count on the support of the Defence Rifle As-
sociation and the Comrades of the Great War, 
plus the Queenstown Automobile Club for 
added transport. Most of these men had seen 
action in war before (this being less than three 
years since the conclusion of the 1

st
 World 

War of 1914-1918). They were formed in the 
British military tradition and were commanded 
in the field at Bulhoek by British officers, 
[remember one had to be a British subject to 
join the then SAP in the Union of SA - HBH] 
so that the action had more of a military nature 
than a policing one – something typical of the 
British empire at the time, as we will shortly 
illustrate. This overwhelming show of force 
was intended to cow the Israelites into sub-
mission and thus, it was hoped, avoid them 

attacking the forces of law and order. 
 
The battle – 24 May 1921 

 
On the day, the Israelites had deployed in four 
battle groups to attack across a wide front, 
since the police had deployed along the ridges 
surrounding the settlement. The main assault 
group of about 200, stormed a police detach-
ment of two squadrons at the centre of the 
front, commanded by Lt. Col. E.W. Woon, a 
much-decorated officer with WW1 experience. 
Throughout the battle, the police acted under 
strict control. In the case of the first assault, 
the order was given that the front line of one 
squad (thus approximately ten rifles) should 
fire one round each when the attackers reach 
200 yards distance. These bullets kicked up 
dust in front of the attackers but did not dis-
suade them. Both squads were then ordered 
to fire 5 rounds each, rapid-fire, when it was 
perceived that the attackers could not other-
wise be stopped. This was done with devas-
tating effect, but still the attackers stormed in, 
their wounded bravely rising up to continue 
the fight.  This set a pattern that was to apply 
throughout the battle, of the police feeling 
themselves obliged to maintain fire till every 
assailant was down and stayed down.  

(Continued from page 5) 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Another Israelite battle group stormed up out 
of a bushy river bed towards a group of 12 po-
licemen under Lt. Knight. The police led with 
two volleys of three rounds each, but again to 
no avail in terms of dissuading the attackers. 
Here some Israelites reached the police line 
and hand-to-hand combat ensued, with the 
police bullets and bayonets prevailing. 
 
 
A further Israelite assault group attacked what 
became know as “Maxim kopje”, where one of 

the heavy ma-
chine guns had 
been deployed 
under Captain 
Harry Halse, who 
had 38 men at his 
disposal.  He or-
dered dissuasive 
fire at 500 yards, 
to no effect. The 
Maxim had initial-
ly jammed, but 
when brought 
back into opera-
tion, the gun – 
together with the 
concentrated rifle 
fire – had a dev-

astating effect. On this part of the front, the 
attackers did not come closer than 25 yards to 
the police lines. 
 
Another group of Israelites, who attacked the 
kopje upon which a heliograph had been in-
stalled, was led by the prophet’s brother (the 
prophet himself had remained inside the set-
tlement, not participating in the attack). When 
this group of assailants were shot down, an 
officer asked the brother whether they had any 
idea of what modern weapons would do to 
them, he answered in the affirmative, but said 
that they nevertheless were willing to “give it a 
try”.  
 
Casualty figures 
 
In total, 163 Israelites were killed and around 
150 wounded. The police remarked afterwards 
about their fanaticism, exposing themselves 
with reckless bravery to withering gunfire with-
out seeking cover. Only one police trooper 
(who was tending some horses and had got-
ten himself somewhat detached from his unit) 
was wounded in the stomach by an assegai. 

According to Dr. Cranke who attended to the 
wounded, not one of those killed or wounded 
had entry wounds in their backs. 
 
The settlement was subsequently destroyed 
and the surviving Israelites (who were not only 
locals, but included many who had arrived 
from across the country, some being well edu-
cated – for example, including an attorney’s 
clerk) were put on trial for sedition. On 4 June 
1921, some 300 of the local black legal resi-
dents of Bulhoek who were not Israelites held 
a meeting that passed a resolution approving 
of the government action. (The initial govern-
ment reaction had been one of being aghast at 
the number of casualties and demanding an-
swers from the commanding officers; this how-
ever changed to acceptance and support once 
the perspective was conveyed that all possible 
had been done to dissuade the “deluded, fa-
natical” attackers and that shooting them down 
was in the end the only way of saving the lives 
of the policemen, who would otherwise have 
been killed). 
 
Assessment 
 
With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that 
both parties had acted out of conviction that 
they were in the right. In the context of the 
times, the white authorities evidently had not 
understood the depth of feeling kindled among 
the black population for what they had seen as 
the dispossession of their one true asset, their 
land. The depth of feeling against white coloni-
al settlement as evidenced by the Nonqawuse
-inspired famine and the events at Bulhoek, 
based on how blacks were experiencing Brit-
ish imperialism, was ignored and the attack on 
the police was explained away as a function of 
delusion inspired in cultish manner by the 
prophet Mgijima.  There clearly may have 
been a good measure of fanaticism involved, 
but it was equally evidently a case more of 
desperation than delusion, on the part of the 
blacks who were feeling themselves dispos-
sessed of land that they believed rightfully be-
longed to their people. 
  
The South African English-language media of 
the time, supporting a Union government per-
ceived to be pro-British despite being led by 
an Afrikaner general, Jan Smuts, perceived 
the Bulhoek action as having been entirely 
just. The Daily Dispatch, for example (which in 
later years was to achieve fame or notoriety, 
depending on your viewpoint, for its support of 

(Continued from page 6) 

(Continued on page 8) 
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the black liberation struggle of the likes of Ste-
ve Biko) approvingly quoted the then Secre-
tary of Native Affairs as having said in an in-
terview with them: “Shorn of its absurdities, it 
simply amounts to a Bolshevik seizure of 
land”. In their special edition on the event, the 
Dispatch termed it a tragedy, but made it clear 
that the prophet was entirely to blame for it 
and that the police action had been controlled, 
legal and morally justified. 
 
On the part of the police, they also truly be-
lieved themselves to have been in the right – 
following legitimate court orders, doing every-
thing they had deemed possible in order first 
to dissuade the attackers, and then acting in 
self-defence when their very lives were under 
threat. A classic case of two worlds clashing… 
At that time of British imperialism and Europe-
an colonialism, this was certainly not limited to 
South Africa either, nor limited to whites 
shooting blacks (as we will see in terms of his-
torical context, when we review similar events 
during that same time frame in British India 
and on South Africa’s Witwatersrand during 
the 1922 goldminers’ strike).  What emerges, 
is a picture of a system of imperial govern-
ment run by and for monied elites, which 
brooked no resistance (especially if violent) 
and which at that time was more than willing 
to employ military means to quell such dis-
sent. 
 
In final analysis, though, the events at 
Bulhoek (and the other events elsewhere that 
we shall touch upon) demonstrate over time 
and place, the enduring folly of trying to use 
violence as means of advancing what are es-
sentially political aims. It inevitably escalates, 
violence begetting violence from the other 
side, and additionally bringing into play basic 
human instincts of survival. Any radical armed 
action to attain political goals should thus be 
deemed criminal, no matter where, no matter 
when. On the other hand, it is equally clear 
that public order issues should be dealt with 
by police, acting as police, and equipped with 
the necessary non-lethal means of control and 
dispersion. The visual-psychological distinc-
tion between the overtly militarized forces de-
ployed at Bulhoek, and modern-day policing is 
striking: artillery, heavy machine guns and 
bayonets versus today’s water cannon, tear 
gas, shields and batons, giving a totally differ-
ent look (and, therefore, not inciting the crowd 
into believing that they are facing a military 
threat and need to respond in kind). Policing, 

in South African and around the world, has 
thus come a long way since Bulhoek, but still 
“massacres” have and will occur when an 
armed and apparently blood-thirsty populace 
violently threatens the very lives of policemen 
– as we shall also see. But first more about 
the time frame of the immediate post-WW1 
imperial era, for context. 
 
ANOTHER CENTENNIAL – THE IRISH IN-
SURRECTION AND THE PEACE ACCORD 
OF 1921 
 
Over Easter in 1916, armed volunteers of the 
Irish Republican Army (IRA) occupied key 
buildings in Dublin city centre, most notably 
the post office, and proclaimed the Irish Re-
public. The revolt was quickly crushed, with 
the British Army employing artillery to flush out 
the IRA combatants from the post office build-
ing, but the heavy-handed treatment meted 
out gave a sharp boost to anti-British / inde-
pendantist feelings amongst the general popu-
lace. As a consequence, the republican party, 
Sinn Féin, won a landslide victory in Ireland in 
the elections of December 1918. On 21 Janu-
ary this majority set up an Irish assembly and 
government, the Dáil Éireann, and unilaterally 
declared Irish independence, starting the An-
glo-Irish War, also known as the Irish War of 
Independence.   
 
This armed conflict quickly escalated, incorpo-
rating both campaigns of civil disobedience 
and all-ought fighting between IRA Flying Col-
umns and British forces. The British response 
had again been one of attempted military sup-
pression, declaring martial law over most of 
southern Ireland, thus pouring fuel on the fire. 
On Bloody Sunday, 21 November 1920, 14 
British Intelligence agents were killed by the 
IRA in Dublin; in reprisal, British armoured 
cars burst into a stadium where a Gaelic foot-
ball match was underway and indiscriminately 
started machine-gunning the spectators – of 
whom 14 were killed and 65 wounded. The 
ongoing escalation and evident polarization 
and solidifying of support of the independen-
tist cause, eventually left the British Govern-
ment no choice to accept that Irish aspirations 
needed to be accommodated. A truce entered 
into force in July 1921, followed by the formal 
Anglo-Irish accord signed on 6 December 
1921. 
 
These events had a profound impact upon the 
thinking among English power elites. First it 
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was a question of: why can’t the bloody Irish 
follow the example of the Scots and Welsh 
and simply knuckle under to reality? (although 
one can nowadays see true Scots attitudes, 
with the current surge in independentism in 
Scotland). There was little appreciation for the 
fact that there would naturally be resentment 
and resistance among peoples subjugated by 
the English, over the occupation of their an-
cestral lands – whether it would be the South 
African blacks at Bulhoek, or the Irish closer 
home. The fact that the British Army could not 
best the Irish volunteers came as a profound 
shock to the sense of invincibility and everlast-
ingness that the English had assumed about 
their Empire, making them ever more sensitive 
to its potential fallibility and thus the need – in 
their eyes – to forcefully display their might 
and stamp out any dissent by force of arms. 
Many amongst the English power elite had at-
tributed the rapid decline of the Empire during 
the first two decades of the 20

th
 century, firstly 

to the Anglo-Boer War of 1899 – 1902 and 
then to the 1

st
 World War, believing that these 

wars (in which the British military had not dis-
tinguished itself) had pricked the “bubble of 
invincible supremacy” that the empire had pre-
viously enjoyed – with first the Anglo-Boer 
War emboldening the Germans to challenge 
British hegemony, and secondly the closely-
run 1

st
 World War, where American interven-

tion swung the balance in the nick of time, af-
ter the Germans had conquered their enemies 
on their Eastern front and could thus concen-
trate all their forces in the West against the 
British, French and Belgians. This was be-
lieved to have been seen by the Irish and in-
dependentist movements in India as having 
created an opportunity for mass mobilisation 
and revolt.  
 
The psychological/strategic context for the 
events post-WW1 in South Africa and India 
that we are discussing here, was therefore the 
perception among many in the British military 
establishment that the Irish situation – so 
close to “home” – which had so visibly spun 
out of their control after WW1, provided all the 
more reason for the Empire to forcibly demon-
strate its might whenever and where-ever pop-
ular dissent reared its head, so that the Irish 
example may not be seen by dissenting locals 
as precedent paving the way for popular re-
sistance against British domination in its colo-
nial possessions.  

 
 

AMRITSAR, INDIA – 13 April 1919: 
Despite the support Indians had given the Brit-
ish war effort during WW1, and their hopes 
after the Balfour declaration of 1917 for self-
rule, the British authorities in the Raj instead 
had, after the war, given their security forces 
draconian powers of search and arrest without 
warrant, and detention without trial. Tensions 
soon escalated, with British troops killing 15 

Indians, followed by In-
dians killing 5 British 
civilians and cutting the 
telegraph wires from 
Amritsar (the holy city 
of the Sikhs). Acting 
Brig. Genl. Reginald 
Dyer was instructed to 
restore order. He bla-
tantly predicated his 
actions upon meting out 
“punishment” to the In-
dians, to teach them a 
lesson. At a personal 
level, he had anyone 
who did not salute him 
whipped. All Indians 
were ordered, after a 
white civilian lady was 

molested on one of Amritsar’s streets, that 
they may only cross or use that street if they 
do so like reptiles, sailing on their stomachs. 
 
Dyer ordered a prohibition on all public as-
sembly, but Amritsar was then already a huge 
city and few of the population received word of 
the ban. The 13

th
 of April being the day of cel-

ebrating the Hindu and Sikh religious festival 
of Baisakhi, between fifteen and twenty thou-
sand civilians, among them many women and 
children, had innocently gathered in the park-
like square called Jallianwala Bagh (some 200 
meters by 200 meters, with 5 narrow entranc-
es, of which four of the gates were locked on 
the day).  
 
Dyer received word of this “illegal gathering” 
and set out with his military to – in his words – 
punish the Indians. He arrived on the scene, 
via the one open road access (which, fortu-
nately, was too narrow to allow his machine-
gun bearing armoured cars to enter) and with-
in 30 seconds of arriving, ordered his troops to 
start rapid-fire against the unarmed civilians, 
who had not posed any threat to him or his 

(Continued from page 8) 
 

(Continued on page 10) 
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men. The firing went on for ten minutes and 
only stopped when the soldiers deployed, had 
run out of ammunition (having fired off a total 
of 1, 650 rounds into the packed crowd). Ac-
cording to official figures, 337 men, 41 women 
and a baby of seven weeks lost their lives dur-
ing those ten minutes. Indians claim more than 
1, 000 were killed and 1,500 wounded. 
Dyer was utterly unrepentant about his ac-
tions. Although he was relieved of his com-
mand and reduced to half-pay, he remained a 
popular figure, who was eventually given a 
quasi-state funeral with his coffin passing 
through Admiralty Arch, borne on a gun car-
riage. The Morning Post had started a Dyer 
Fund on his behalf, which collected more than 
a million pounds in today’s money. In the Brit-
ish parliament, after the Secretary of State for 
India, Edwin Montagu, was portrayed as being 
anti-Dyer, a motion was debated proposing to 
also reduce Montagu’s salary by half. Austen 
Chamberlain, Montagu’s fellow cabinet mem-
ber as chancellor of the exchequer, remarked 
that the attitude among those parliamentarians 
was that: here was a Jew (Montagu) rounding 
on an Englishman and throwing him to the 
wolves, with Chamberlain saying that “on this 
occasion all their English and racial feeling 
was stirred to a passionate display”.   
 
With the Amritsar massacre having happened 
just two years prior to Bulhoek, and the military 
efforts to suppress the Irish revolt in early 
1921 very publicly at its height, one can see 
display at Bulhoek once again the then Imperi-
al policy of meeting dissent with military force. 
But was it simply white upon black (or brown) 
violence? Or was it English racism against an-
yone Non-English who was misguided enough 
to rise against Albion’s “benevolent” rule? Irre-
spective of colour? The experience suffered by 
the (white) indigenous Irish, who had long 
complained about English racism against 
them, seems to point to it not being colour-
driven but instead by an English sense at the 
time of racial superiority over all and sundry. 
This is re-enforced by what happened the next 
year, 1922, on South Africa’s gold-mining Wit-
watersrand when white mine workers first went 
on strike, and then – when mine owners retali-
ated with appointing paid private militias to 
counter the strikers – themselves taking up 
arms. This demonstrated that the imperial es-
tablishment was not only driven by race, met-
ing out the same rough justice to white, brown 

and black opponents alike, but also by their 
willingness to protect their vested economic 
interests by force, if need be, irrespective of 
skin colour. 
 
WITWATERSRAND REBELLION, 1922 
 
The labour unrest among white mine workers 
on the Witwatersrand was ignited by efforts of 
mine owners to cut their operating costs by 
replacing more expensive white workers with 
cheaper to hire blacks. The white miners duly 
went on strike, picketing mines. The Union 
Government was initially loathing to get in-
volved in the dispute. The mine owners re-
sponded to the strike in much the same way 
as American steel industry tycoons had done, 
a few decades earlier in the so-called Home-
stead strike, which had caused the most seri-
ous and deadly labour unrest in U.S. history. 
They recruited and paid armed private militias 
to counter the strikers. This in turn caused the 
strikers to arm themselves, resulting in armed 
conflict breaking out. 
 
On the Witwatersrand, this situation soon 
overwhelmed the available police forces. It 
was aggravated by a Marxist element among 
the strikers taking over the strike, without a 
proper authorizing vote by the mineworkers, 
through a so-called action committee. They 
then proceeded to proclaim “Soviets” in a cou-
ple of towns on the Rand. 

 
Govern-
ment inter-
vened by 
declaring 
martial law 
and deploy-
ing its mili-
tary, com-
plete with 
aircraft 
bombing 
the strikers, 
artillery, 
heavy ma-
chine guns 
and caval-
ry. 
 
The revolt 
was duly 

crushed, at a cost of over 200 white lives. 
However, it resulted in the governing S.A. par-

(Continued from page 9) 
 

(Continued on page 13) 
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1922: The Red  Revolt on the Rand—Police & Defence causalities 
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1922 His Majesty’s Land Ship “Nemesis” at Alberton—As far as I could ascertain 
from the SADF’s archive this was the SAP’s first armoured vehicle—HBH. 
 
A few years ago Phil Beck from the Boksburg Historical Association shared the 
photo below with me—HBH 
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ty losing the next election in 1924 to an alli-
ance of the Labour Party and the National 
Party of new Prime Minister Gen. Barry Hert-
zog, (Photo previous page) who went on to 
rule till 1939. 
 
The main point emerging from this era of con-
flict in the aftermath of WW1, is that colonial 
governments during those days of the ruling 
class of the Empire feeling itself and its vested 
interests increasingly threatened, opted to act 
aggressively with all the military means at its 
disposal against armed protesters who dared 
challenge the status-quo and vested interests, 
whether such challengers be white or black, 
Irish, African or Asian. 
 
Going back to Bulhoek, when that tragedy is 
therefore seen in the historical context of what 
had happened at that same time in Ireland, 
India and on the Rand, what tragically hap-
pened there in the Eastern Cape cannot be 
presented as proof of it always having been 
simplistically a case of white police against 
black protesters, or as something typical only 
of a uniquely racist South Africa. 
 
 
ZULU/INDIAN POGROM, DURBAN, 1949 

 
The next display of public violence in South 
African history occurred in 1949, in and 
around Durban. The local Zulu population 
(frustrated and angered by what they per-
ceived as exploitation by Indian shop owners 
serving them) spontaneously embarked on the 
wholesale slaughter of Indians when a shop-
owner had mistreated a young Zulu boy on 13 
January of that year. In two days of savage 

and indiscriminate violence against the Indian 
community, which included burning alive large 
numbers who had sought shelter in schools, 
some 50 Indians died. More than 2,000 struc-
tures were damaged, with 300 buildings de-
stroyed. More than 40,000 Indians were made 
refugees.  
 
The police had initially been somewhat lethar-
gic in involving themselves (some white civil-
ians had been seen cheering the Zulus, eg-
ging them on to “kill the Cxxlies”). As the ram-
page rapidly grew in size and intensity, the 
situation quickly slipped out of police control. 
The military had to be called in, and popular 
opinion is that order was only restored when 
Navy squads started machine-gunning Zulus 
who disobeyed their legal orders, thrice re-
peated, to disperse. In the disturbance 87 Zu-
lus died, therefore actually more than the total 
number of Indian dead. 
 
The English-language media treatment of this 
event did not suggest security force excesses 
– there were even some papers that suggest-
ed that government forces killing a few more 
at the outset would have saved many lives lat-
er. Because the conflict did not involve whites 
killing blacks, but Zulus killing Indians, it has 
not received much media and academic atten-
tion (it was a sensitive blow to efforts to unite 
non-whites against white rule). It did, however, 
show up a new trend of the English-language 
media not defending government action as it 
did in the case of Bulhoek, but being critical of 
the new, overtly Afrikaner government (which 
had come to power in the previous year) and 
its handling of the situation and its aftermath.  
Suffice it to say that the pogrom demonstrated 
that not all 20

th
 century South African history 

of public order law enforcement, can be at-
tributed to white forces killing defenceless 
blacks in order to preserve white supremacy… 
 
CATO MANOR & SHARPEVILLE, 1960 
 
It would not be amiss to say that South African 
politics had, prior to 1960, been dominated by 
the power contest between Afrikaner and Eng-
lish whites. After the National Party won the 
1948 election and government thus became 
Afrikaner-dominated, and particularly when 
the National Party started pushing forcefully 
for a Republic to be declared, jettisoning the 
British crown, a general animosity on the part 
of the English-language press became in-
creasingly evident. No longer would govern-

(Continued from page 10) 

(Continued on page 14) 

Police reinforcements were flown from Pre-
toria to Durban 
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ment’s law-and-order actions be accorded the 
deference showed in the case of Bulhoek.  
 
A turning point in the focus of South African 
politics was reached early in 1960, when a 
radical offshoot of the African National Con-
gress, the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), 
started mobilising blacks against the then 
pass laws that restricted their right to travel 
and where to reside and work. It culminated in 
a nationwide day of defiance being called by 
the PAC for 21 March 1960, in the course of 
which blacks would burn their passes and pre-
sent themselves at police stations for conse-
quent arrest. The manner in which this tragi-
cally unfolded at Sharpeville township (near 
Vereeniging, south of Johannesburg) would 
make international headlines and mark the 
definitive shift of political priority from Boer/Brit 
rivalry to white/black relations.  

Just two months prior to Sharpeville, nine 
police officers (four white and five black) 
had been brutally murdered, some disem-
bowelled, at Cato Manor near Durban.  
 
They had been on patrol there against illegal 
liquor trading. This tragedy wasn’t overtly insti-
gated by national politics, but rather resulted 
from Zulu women who ran the illegal she-
beens (liquor-serving bars) in the townships, 
who in frustration on the occasion had egged 
on the populace to attack the officers – which 
a mob then did, with deadly effect. The inci-
dent had made a deep psychological impact 
on policemen across the country, who amidst 
the tensions of the time had felt their personal 
safety increasingly threatened when confront-
ed with large, radicalised gatherings of pro-
testing blacks. Given the racial stereotypes of 
the time, with blacks then widely regarded by 
whites as being inclined to unpredictable, un-

controlled violence, the mood of concern for 
their own safety among policemen (as height-
ened by the Cato Manor massacre), had an 
impact on what was to transpire so shortly 
thereafter at Sharpeville.  

 
On the 21

st
 of March, in that township, large 

numbers of blacks had of their own volition 
heeded the PAC’s call to defiance, whilst 
many more were coerced into mobbing the 
police station by means of the PAC intimidat-
ing bus drivers to not drive their routes and 
cutting the telephone lines that connected 
Sharpeville to the rest of the country.  Steadily 
growing through the course of that day, a 
crowd had been gathering outside the police 
station compound (which had a high wire 
fence around it). At its height, the crowd num-
bered more than 20,000.  Inside, there were 
initially a contingent of less than 20 police-
men. As the crowd outside gathered in ever 
larger numbers, some 130 re-enforcements 
were brought in, including four Saracen ar-
moured cars. The police were armed with 
Sten guns and Lee-Enfield bolt-action rifles. 
Many of the policemen who were deployed 
that day in haste, were young and inexperi-
enced. Few of them had received crowd-
control training and many had not slept for 
more than 24 hours. The re-enforcements 
were commanded by Lt. Col. Pienaar, who 
would later state, during the official enquiry 
that followed the events, that: “the native men-
tality does not allow them to gather for a 
peaceful demonstration. For them to gather 
means violence”. 
 
The crowd was further riled up when Sabre 
jets and Harvard planes of the Air Force were 
deployed to fly low over them, in order to try 
and intimidate the crowd into dispersing. 

(Continued from page 13) 

(Continued on page 15) 
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Stone throwing against the police manning the 
boundary fence ensued, where-upon the po-
lice first tried tear gas. When that proved inef-
fectual, they relied on their batons to try and 
keep the most aggressive protesters at bay. 
 
Matters came to a head when the crowd, 
egged on from behind, surged forward, tram-
pling parts of the fence. A policeman lost his 
self-control and fired at the unarmed protest-
ers, causing 40 seconds of generalised firing 
to ensue in a nervous chain-reaction (Lt. Col. 
Pienaar swore that he had never given any 
order to open fire, and would not have done 
so). At the first shots, the crowd turned and 
ran. The death toll amounted to 69, with a fur-
ther 180 wounded. It was found that many vic-
tims had been shot in the back during those 
forty seconds of disorderly fire. 
 
The event reverberated around the world, 
brought to prominence by a press antagonistic 
to the National Party government. The tragedy 
was portrayed as typical racist Apartheid-
inspired brutality against unarmed blacks. Un-
like Bulhoek, which was described as a 
“tragedy” brought upon themselves by the 
“deluded” blacks who attacked the police, the 
horrific 40-second death count at Sharpeville 
(whilst less than half of that at Bulhoek) was 
described as a massacre. Irrespective of what 
one may think about the likely ingrained racial 
attitudes held by many of the policemen, their 
statements that they had feared for their lives 
when the massive crowd of 20, 000 
(outnumbering them more than 100/1) cannot 
simply be dismissed, and neither their claims 
that they had responded in undisciplined pan-
ic when they briefly opened fire, without there 
having been any order to do so. It thus seems 
important to differentiate between the blame-
worthiness of the actual policemen, and the 
moral blame imputed to the system of white 
minority government in force at the time. 
 
Be that as it may, it is clear that the police de-
ployment at Sharpeville had been an im-
promptu affair with the vast majority of the 
men lacking appropriate training and with 
questions that rightfully could be asked about 
their discipline and the quality of the com-
mand and control over them. It stands to rea-
son that, knowing full well what kind of fire-
storm such a massacre would cause, no sane 
government would have deliberately ordered 
such a course of action. But the government, 

having put its policemen in harm’s way with-
out properly equipping and training them, was 
indeed seriously blameworthy. Also, the deci-
sion to send in the Air Force to try and intimi-
date the crowd into dispersing by flying low 
over them – although in itself a non-lethal 
method – had clearly escalated the level of 
anger.  
 
On the other hand, with the highly agitated 
crowd surging and the fence trampled down, 
had the police not opened fire in what they 
perceived as a life-threatening situation, one 
can but speculate about the lot that would 
have befallen the officers when the crowd 
would surely have overrun the compound, 
since batons would not have stopped 20,000 
blacks incited by PAC radicals and angry at 
what they saw as centuries of oppression and 
humiliation. 
Nevertheless, the scoreboard of history will 
always show that some 150 policemen had 
opened fire on 20,000 unarmed black protest-
ers, killing 69 of them and wounding 180… 
What sets apart the Sharpeville massacre 
from events such as Bulhoek and lately Mari-
kana, was precisely the fact that the civilian 
protestors were on this occasion unarmed, 
protesting an oppressive and discriminatory 
system of humiliating pass laws.   
 
Sharpeville caused international opinion to 
seriously harden against the National Party 
government, initiating its isolation. The politi-
cal consequences of unsuccessful police at-
tempts at crowd control, can thus have wide 
ramifications – not only in terms of hardening 
antagonisms internally, but also externally. 
Sharpeville again demonstrated the absolute 
need for police who are to be engaged in pub-
lic order operations, to be properly equipped 
with non-lethal weapons as well as to be 
properly trained for their obviously very chal-
lenging task. Unless that is ensured, their re-
sultant failures can lead to tragic personal 
consequences for very many innocent civil-
ians who often get caught up in political cam-
paigns, as well as lead to hugely damaging 
political fall-out internally and abroad. 
 
Last but not least, Sharpeville (as Marikana 
some 50 years later) shows that – when push 
comes to shove – human instinct for self-
preservation cannot be left out of the reckon-
ing; public order policing can and most likely 
will go awry when police are overcome by fear 

(Continued from page 14) 

(Continued on page 16) 
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for their very lives, no matter what race they 
are.  
 
DURBAN LABOUR STRIKE 1973 & SOWE-
TO YOUTH UPRISING JUNE 1976 
 
The Zulu labour strikes in Durban had begun 
spontaneously at the Coronation Brick & Tile 
plant on 9 January 1973 and then quickly 
spread to the dock workers and thereafter to 
much of the local labour force in Durban and 
surrounding towns. Tens of thousands of an-
gry, armed Zulus marched through the port 
city’s main streets for much of that month, 
with more than 60, 000 eventually participat-
ing in the strike action. The situation was 
emotionally laden and volatile and had the po-
tential to descend into violence and tragedy, if 
it would have been forcefully dealt with by the 
police as a public order or subversive issue.  
This did not happen, though.  
 
The police let it be known that they saw no 
communist agitation behind the strike action, 
which was mostly due to unfulfilled promises 
by employers and exploitative wages, which 
had caused black worker frustrations to reach 
boiling point. The matter was therefore dealt 
with as a labour dispute, with the police pur-
posefully maintaining a low profile and not at-
tempting at any stage to block marches or dis-
perse processions. The Dept. of Manpower 
was utilized to resolve the issues through ne-
gotiation, and the traditional leadership – up to 
and including then Zulu King Goodwill Zwel-
ithini himself and chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi 
– were engaged with and persuaded to in-
volve themselves in maintaining public peace 
and reaching a negotiated solution. Employ-
ers were also made to understand that they 
would not be able to hide behind the police 
from the consequences of their (in)action. The 
then Prime Minister John Vorster joined in the 
sophisticated, nuanced government response, 
publicly urging employers “to see their work-
ers as human beings with souls”.  
 
The aftermath of the strikes was that the 
Wiehahn Commission was appointed to inves-
tigate the labour situation and make recom-
mendations about reforms, which led to legal-
ised unionization and collective bargaining 
rights for black workers. In its obituary for 
chairman Nic Wiehahn in 2006, the Sunday 
Times described his work as “one of the most 
revolutionary commissions of the apartheid 
era”. Out of potential tragedy on the severest 

of scales imaginable, had thus resulted much 
good, i.a. because of the thoughtful approach 
that the police had adopted in Durban.  
 
However, the police handling of the Soweto 
uprising that started on 16 June 1976, stands 
in sharp contrast to the manner in which the 
potentially hugely more explosive situation in 
Durban three years earlier, had been suc-
cessfully handled – highlighting the im-
portance of individual leadership. 

The Soweto uprising is popularly attributed to 
the forced introduction of Afrikaans as a lan-
guage of instruction in certain black schools. 
Whilst this was indeed a factor, there were 
other causes as well. Among these were a 
general sense of discontent in the townships 
due to the economic downturn of 1975 (when 
the gold price had dropped steeply) as well as 
anger at steep increases in rates and service 
charges in Soweto when the Johannesburg 
municipality had cut its previous subsidies. It 
was also probably no mere coincidence that 
Prime Minster Vorster was set to meet in Ger-
many later that month with the U.S. Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger and with the West 
German Chancellor in an effort to revive his 
détente initiative – which opponents clearly 
had an incentive to try and overshadow media
-wise. Last but not least, the manner in which 

(Continued from page 15) 
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the South African Defence Force had been 
obliged to abandon its conventional incursion 
into Angola in 1975 (Operation Savannah) 
and pull back across the border into SWA/
Namibia in early 1976, had been presented to 
the black population of South Africa as white 
South Africa’s first defeat at the hands of liber-
ation forces, which psychologically pricked 
white South Africa’s bubble of invincibility and 
emboldened the black population to more 
freely undertake protest action. 
 
 
The marches by schoolchildren, organised by 
the S.A. Students Movement (aligned with the 
Black Consciousness Movement at that 
stage), started at three schools and were to 
converge at Orlando High School. Other stu-
dents joined the marches as it passed their 
schools. Eventually some 10, 000 schoolchil-
dren were on the march, with instructions from 
their leaders to do so peacefully, remaining 
calm and not provoking the police. However, 
emotions were running high and small-scale 
confrontations soon occurred with the police 
as the latter tried to impede the march and 
have it disbanded. When these efforts were 
unsuccessful, the police set up a barricade 
across the road to physically block the stu-
dents from going further. The police com-
mander on the spot, a Colonel Kleingeld, real-
ised that his force was totally inadequate to 
control the numbers arrayed against them. 
The police were soon surrounded, and the 
students started pelting them and their vehi-
cles with stones. Kleingeld ordered a baton 
charge plus deployment of police dogs. When 
one of the dogs was killed by students, 
Kleingeld and his men started fearing for their 
lives. He threw three teargas grenades at the 
students, of which only one exploded (the 

stock of riot control weaponry held in Soweto, 
such as the teargas, had lost effectiveness 
after years in storage). Kleingeld first fired 
warning shots over the crowd from his Sten 
gun, and then shot and killed the first of the 
rioters to die, 15-year-old Hastings Ndlovu. 
Another fatality at that early stage was Hector 
Pieterson (immortalized in an iconic press 
photo).  
 
The use of sharp ammunition against them 
incensed the crowd, which then broke up and 
scattered to all parts of the township, looting 
liquor outlets and retailers seen as white-
owned – abetted in this by the criminal tsotsi 
element. White people were attacked and 
killed, such as a medical doctor and an ad-
ministration worker, but other whites who hap-
pened to be in the area were protected by the 
crowd when attacked by some.  
 
 
The police reaction on the day was to deploy 
riot police officers to Soweto from across the 
Witwatersrand, under the command of Brig. 
“Rooi Rus” Swanepoel. This was the same 
officer who had initially been in command at 
the Fox Street siege of the Israeli Consulate in 
Johannesburg at the end of April 1975, when 
a mentally unstable Israeli security guard had 
killed his superior and held 22 consulate staff 
hostages. Swanepoel’s abominable handling 
of that complex situation, ordering policemen 
to open fire on the building housing the consu-
late, had resulted in either two or three pedes-
trians being killed by “friendly fire” and more 
than thirty wounded. 
 
Swanepoel, in his own words, had told the So-
weto protestors that he would not tolerate 

(Continued from page 16) 
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their behaviour. He decided to forcibly put a 
stop to it by ordering the use of sharp ammuni-
tion against schoolchildren.  
 
After weeks and months of ever-spreading ri-
oting, eventually occurring across the country, 

a semblance of order was eventually restored. 
575 persons had been killed by the end of 
February 1977. South Africa was more than 
ever the polecat of the world. Détente was 
dead. Today it is generally considered that 16 
June 1976 signalled the beginning of the end 
for white minority rule in South Africa.  
When comparing Durban 1973 and Soweto 
1976, it is very clear that leadership most cer-
tainly does matter in crisis situations. Those in 
charge of policing the Soweto unrest were ill-
prepared and totally lacking in strategic vision 
and appreciation for the fact that South Afri-
ca’s conflict was essentially a political one, not 
a test of armed strength, which would be won 
by the side that could capture the headlines 
and the sympathy of the world. With the bene-
fit of hindsight, one can well ask: what con-
ceivable “dire consequence” for national secu-
rity could possibly have resulted from simply 
allowing the school kids to complete their 
march, rather than opting to try and dominate 
them into submission by brute force?  
 
MARIKANA 
 
If anyone had thought that, because of the 
transition to non-racial democracy in 1994, 
black protesters would never again be shot by 
South African police, then the events at Mari-
kana on 16 August 2012 must have come as 
another tragic surprise.  On that day, 34 black 
mineworkers were shot by black police under 
the command of black officers and a black 
commissioner of police. It happened after 
steadily escalating conflict between the police 
and strikers in the preceding days, during 
which two policemen were brutally murdered 
and their bodies mutilated by armed strikers. 
 
Since there are court cases still proceeding 
regarding the events on the day, it would not 
be appropriate to go into detail or try here to 
allocate individual blame. Suffice it to say that 
the strikers had armed themselves and a large 
group of them had availed themselves of the 
services of a witchdoctor, who had sold them 
a potion to rub into their bodies that supposed-
ly would have made them impervious to police 
bullets.  
 
The police had modern crowd control equip-
ment at their disposal, which was initially em-
ployed. However, at the crunch the psycholog-
ical climate that had been created by the pre-
ceding murders, plus the clear intent to attack 
that could be imputed to the armed strikers 

(Continued from page 17) 
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assembling on a kopje, left many officers in 
real fear for their lives. This caused some of 
them to resort to firing their R5 assault rifles at 
the belligerent strikers, without that having 
been a deliberate and controlled choice of 
their commanding officers.  
 
As said, the courts shall allocate eventual 
blame, but the Marikana Massacre in many 
ways resemble what happened at Sharpeville. 
It can be taken as axiomatic that no human 
being, not even police officers (and no matter 
be they black or white) will not react to protect 
themselves with all they have at their disposal, 
if they are pushed by armed and riled oppo-
nents into fearing for their very lives. 
 
CONCLUSION 

The main lesson from all of these events is, 
therefore, that armed attack on the police will 
almost inevitably lead to violent countermeas-
ures. Apart from the purely legal classification 
of it as sedition, it brings into play basic hu-
man instincts of survival. The use of violence 
by armed radicals to try and further political 
aims should thus rightly be prohibited, when-
ever and where-ever, as being nothing other 
than criminal. 
 
Fact is that prophet Mgijima at Bulhoek had 

dressed his men in uniform, equipped them 
with swords and assegais, and then radical-
ised them to attack the vastly superior police 
force, threatening the police with cries of “you 
will all die today”. This could not conceivably 
have ended in anything else but tragedy for 
either one or the other side. 
 
Another lesson is that the root cause of public 
unrest is almost always something that falls in 
the realm of politics, which begs political solu-
tions rather than the easy cop-out of govern-
ment employing its armed might. Rather than 
straight away resorting to force to “restore 
public order”, it would be best to try and pre-
empt conflict entirely by firstly trying to resolve 
the underlying dispute, as was done success-
fully in Durban in 1973 amidst a highly volatile 
situation that suddenly had reared up on a tru-
ly huge scale (in fact, involving the massing of 
far more armed protestors than ever before or 
since seen in South Africa).   
 
In the case of Bulhoek: could the tragedy per-
haps have been avoided if the same amount 
of planning, effort and money that went into 
deploying such a large and well-armed police 
force had rather gone into exploring how to 
satisfy the need for land of the Israelites? In-
stead of the authorities having opted for what 
then proved to have exacted a very high cost 
in blood and prestige on the part of the Union 
government, namely having chosen to treat 
these “deluded” individuals as enemies of the 
Empire who had to be taught who’s boss? Did 
the massacre in any way diminish the black 
aspirations for land and the increasing racial 
polarization – or did it achieve the exact oppo-
site?  
 
The last lesson is that policing in South Africa 
has, despite Marikana, thankfully come a very 
long way from the imperial British supremacy 
days of a 100 years ago when the tragedy at 
Bulhoek took place, followed shortly there-
after by the Rand revolt. At that time it was still 
deemed just and proper for government to de-
liberately employ military tactics and military 
means such as cannon, heavy machine guns 
and bayonets against protesters (irrespective 
of colour) on the basis of: you challenge the 
Crown, you pay the price – in the same way 
that the Empire had then also done things in 
Ireland and India, and continued doing up to 
the fifties in other parts of its domain, such as 
in Malaya and in Kenya, against the Mau-Mau.  
Willem Steenkamp D. Litt. et Phil.  
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The significance of the Bulhoek massacre today 
 
Sam Matiase  
 

Sam Matiase says the ongoing struggle to reclaim stolen land is epito-
mised by the events of 1921 

This Land, is ‘Holy Grounds’, Marking the 94th 
Anniversary of the Bulhoek Massacre 
 
Reclaiming the land from the past will require 
Africans to do so by appreciating and internal-
izing Frantz Fanon’s thoughtful conclusion 
that: “for a colonized people, the most essen-
tial value, because it is the most concrete, is 
first and foremost the land, which will bring 
them bread and above all, dignity.” And a 
proper starting point in this exercise is about 
remembering the Bulhoek Massacre, which 
marks 94

th
anniversary this year. 

 
The struggle against dispossession or at-
tempts to reclaim stolen land by any means 
possible including fighting against marauding 
colonial armies in frontal wars of resistance; 
protest and blatant defiance to occupation, is 
an on-going struggle, occurring daily 21 later, 
after decades of minority, racist and apartheid 
rule in this country. 
 
This on-going struggle, a reality, that occurs 
daily to this very day in South Africa, is epito-
mized by the 1921 Bulhoek Massacre. 
 
Following a long history and the spreading of 
Christian evangelism in the nineteenth centu-
ry, especially through the missionaries, the 
Israelites movement in South Africa, the 
Church of God and Saints of Christ was also 
established by an Afro-American sailor, Albert 
Christian. 
 
On his arrival he managed to establish 
branches throughout the Eastern Cape as well 
as in the Transvaal (now Gauteng). In the pro-
cess of building and spreading the church 
throughout the country, the church discovered 
many followers and outstanding preachers like 
John Msikinya, his brother Henry Msikinya, 
and John went to the United States on church 
bursaries and attended the Lincoln University 
and came back to expand the church. 
 
After Msikinya preaching in Queenstown, he 
impressed many including Samuel and Peter, 
the Matshaka’s brothers and others as his fol-

lowers. In August 1910, John Msikinya and 
others were sentenced to three months hard 
labour in Grahamstown for vagrancy. Never-
theless, Peter Matshaka continued to grow the 
church to other areas around Uitenhage, Alba-
ny, Victoria East, Grahamstown, Peddie and 
Queenstown. 
 
It is recorded that, Joseph Tuso, a school 
master, invited Samuel Matshika to discuss 
the church with the people of Kamastone, he 
baptized the first converts in the 1912, namely 
Joseph Tuso, Victor Ndlangisa, John 
Ntlangweni and Enoch Mgijima. The history of 
Bulhoek cannot be completed without men-
tioning the role, character and of a religious 
figure of Enoch Mgijima. 
 
Assuming that Enoch Mgijima was born in 
1868 at Ntabelanga near Queenstown, his 
parents had lived there two decades before 
his birth, it is very much understandable that 
he might have had a legitimate expectation 
and just claim over the land at which he set-
tled only to be ‘owned’ by the Cape Colony as 
Crown land. 
 
Enoch Mgijima was originally a member of the 
Wesleyan Methodist Church were he attracted 
a large personal following and was soon ap-
pointed Evangelist in Chief in Kamastone and 
assumed the title of Prophet among his follow-
ers. 
 
In 1907, while still a member of the Wesleyan 
Methodist Church, Enoch claimed to have had 
visions about the approaching end of the 
world. Again, during 1914, he claimed to have 
had two other visions or revelations into his 
preaching. He claimed to have had the follow-
ing revelations:- 
 
• First was of a stone rolling down the moun-

tain and crushing the people at its foot and 
• The second was of two white goats fighting 

with a baboon standing by and watching 
them, until it suddenly intervened and 
broke them both 
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• In his interpretation of the second vision, 
the goats represented the two white 
groups of South Africa (British and Dutch) 
and the baboon the black people 
(Africans). This metaphor might be prob-
lematic and not politically correct, but it 
ought to be understood in its proper con-
text of the era of ‘colonialism of a special 
type’; a colonial outpost that South Africa 
was and partly is even today. 

 
It is not surprising that Enoch’s vision dis-
turbed the parent church in the USA. It was 
alarmed by his visions of a ‘violent, disruptive 
and chaotic end’ of the world, which according 
to the church deviated from its more pacific 
prophecies. In particular, the church was dis-
turbed by his visions that appeared to be di-
rected against whites. He was, in 1918, asked 
to renounce his visions but refused and was 
as a consequence, excommunicated accord-
ing to the Church claim ‘for preaching per-
verse doctrine’. After he was excommunicated 
from the church, his followers became to be 
popularly known as the “Israelites”. 
 
The name ‘Israelites’, was presumably have 
been taken from the contention that black peo-
ple were the descendants of the lost tribes of 
Israel according the prophecy on the “stone of 
truth” mentioned in the Bible in 1 Corinthian 
1:1-2, which contains ancestral data concern-
ing the origin of the black race. Black people, 
the scripture states, were descended from the 
lost tribes of Israel and were regarded as 
Jews. 
 
It is necessary to give some brief contextual 
background information about the place histor-
ically called Bulhoek and now only known as 
Whittlesea and surrounding areas such as 
Kamastone, Takastad, Thornhill and others. 
Bulhoek, now Whittlesea, which is about 35km 
outside Queenstown, falls under the Tsolwana 
Local Municipality and is part of the Chris Hani 
District. 
 
The history of Bulhoek Massacre should be 
understood within the context of the above, 
seemingly religious evolution and the struggle 
between religions, in essence, it should be 
seen, again, through the existential praxis of a 
peasant’s social, political and economic reality 
and the struggle to interpret own existence, 
survival and place over their land. Further-
more, to understand this history, it is important 
to grasp the laws and regulations that gov-

erned and held sway over black people then. 
Colonial ‘draconian’ laws like the Native Loca-
tion’s Act of 1884 and the Native Land Act of 
1913 occasioned the Bulhoek massacre both 
designed to drive the indigenous African peo-
ple from their land, dispossess and subjugate 
and render them landless. 
 
Understanding this history, will further help to 
place the settlement of squatting of the people 
at Kama stone or Billhook as was popularly 
known then in a proper perspective as this 
community was dispossessed of land under 
racially discriminatory laws and system. The 
land occupation at Bulhoek was the anteced-
ent of future occupation including those cham-
pioned by the Economic Freedom Fighters to-
day. 
 
Kamastone was established in 1854 by the 
Cape Government in the Queenstown district. 
In 1874, due to complaints by other Africans to 
the Cape Government that Africans from else-
where were squatting in the settlement, the 
area was declared Crown Land, meaning, it 
was now ‘officially’ owned by the Cape Colo-
ny. It was decided that those who had already 
settled there should be granted title deeds for 
the piece of land that they owned. The loca-
tion was then divided into eight sub-locations, 
one of which was Bulhoek. It was surveyed 
into the following categories; arable lots, build-
ing lots and a commonage but under the cus-
todianship of the Crown Land. 
 
The Bulhoek commonage was subjected to 
the Native Location’s Act, no 37 of 1884, 
which forbade squatting or any form of settle-
ment in the area. And because of this Act, 
temporary structures could not be erected an-
ywhere else without the permission being 
granted by authorities, with the ever-growing 
number of followers, there was even no land 
available to Mgijima for their religious and re-
lated activities. Annual passsovers could only 
be held after lodgment of applications through 
the courts. 
 
The people’s resolve can be described as an 
‘open defiance’ at Ntabelanga, accordingly, 
the recorded history notes that, towards the 
end of 1919, during a mid-day service Enoch 
Mgijima stood in front of his tabernacle and 
called out the Hlubi people, the Xhosa and 
other Africans groups to gather at Ntabelanga 
to wait for the approaching end of the world. 
The majority of those from North Transvaal 
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were Northern Sothos from Waterburg area in 
the Nylstroom district where they were com-
monly known as “Ba halaleli ba Israele”. 
On the arrival of the worshippers at Ntabel-
anga, Mgijima and his followers started to 
erect permanent houses on the commonage 
without authorization from the Superintendent 
of Native Affairs. This act was in direct defi-
ance to the authority of the day. Mgijima had 
to enter into an agreement that soon after the 
Passover, all strangers would leave Ntabel-
anga without delay. And permission to the re-
quest was granted. 
 
Mgijima, having called his followers to wait the 
approaching end of the world and now occu-
pying the Crown Land without permission, 
now faced a serious dilemma. He didn’t inform 
the Superintendent a certain Mr. Nightingale 
of his plans to let his followers stay longer for 
the end of the world and also, didn’t want to 
loose the trust and respect of his followers by 
sending them back. So he decided to adopt 
delaying tactics. The Passover of 1920 was 
held in April as usual but extended until May 
1920. Accordingly, at the end of May, disper-
sal did not take place way after the agreed 
timeframe, with the Superintendent of Native 
Affairs, Nightingale, increasingly loosing pa-
tience. 
 
Faced with this dilemma, Mgijima continued to 
shift goal posts and applying more delaying 
tactics to a point where he finally avoided 
meeting the superintendent. Mgijima’s follow-
ers informed the Superintendent that he had 
ordered them to construct dwellings to house 
the newcomers. Mgijima avoided meeting 
Nightingale until he was arrested. Realizing 
the delaying tactics and subtle defiance, the 
state adopted other ways of pressurizing the 
strangers to leave Ntabelanga. The Queens-
town Magistrate was approached to issue 
summons and eviction orders under the provi-
sions of Act 37 of 1884 for occupying Crown 
Land ‘unlawfully’ under Government Notice No 
1491, dated 5 December 1906. 
 
Twenty summonses in all were issued and 
handed to the South African Police to be ser-
viced. However, on arrival at Ntabelanga the 
SAP met with a great deal of resistance from 
the Israelites there and succeeded in serving 
only eight out of 20 summonses. 
 
The Queenstown Magistrate, ECA Welsh, was 
approached to visit Ntabelanga accompanied 

by a force of 100 policemen. The occupants of 
the land refused to their names to be regis-
tered and declared that they stood/settled on 
“Holly Ground” and defied the government and 
its attempts to remove them. What stood out 
and made the situation unique, was the posi-
tion taken by women and children. They were 
equally aggressive as the men, and kept up 
an attitude of defiance in front of the police 
force. 
 
In retaliation, the police called reinforcements 
from a range of sources; the Defence Rifle As-
sociation, Comrades of the Great War and the 
Automobile Club together with a help from sur-
rounding white farmers. It is clear that the gov-
ernment had been criminal in its action howev-
er, at the end of the day, the operation was 
abandoned due to fierce resistance. 
 
In addition to claims that they ‘stood on holly 
grounds’, after extensive engagements, depu-
tation after deputation, the Israelites demand-
ed to meet with the then Prime Minister, Gen-
eral Smuts than any person instead, and fur-
thermore, stood firm in the conviction 
that “they wished to obey the law of the land, 
but Jehovah was more powerful than the law 
and they feared to offend Him by disregarding 
His wishes and obeying the laws of men.” 
 
That was a very profound statement made at 
the height of colonial and apartheid consolida-
tion of power through forceful dispossession, 
brutal removal of the Africans from their land – 
subjugating the whole people. After the shoot-
ing, approximately 200 people were killed by 
the colonial police becoming the largest num-
ber of people ever, men and women, to die in 
the hands of a discriminatory, fascist and rac-
ist state. 
 
From its formation, the EFF has put the land 
question firmly at the center of public dis-
course and places cogent emphasis on the 
land question and traces it as far back as from 
06 April 1652. The land issue is the most criti-
cal pillar of the Founding Manifesto. The Mani-
festo identifies the land as the most funda-
mental grievance amongst the dispossessed 
African people in this country and asserts first 
and foremost the centrality of this pillar 
as “expropriation of land without compensa-
tion for equitable redistribution in use.” 
 
The EFF’s approach to the land question is 
that “all land should be transferred to the own-
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ership and custodianship of the state…this pil-
lar [among others] should inspire the EFF-led 
economic emancipation movement towards 
realizing and consolidating economic freedom 
in our lifetime.” 
The historical significance of the courageous 
and bold actions of the people of Ntabelanga, 
squatting at Bulhoek was that, it served as a 
catalyst and groundbreaking act of courage in 
the struggle for land ownership between the 
dispossessed, subjugated and oppressed and 
the settler community in South Africa. The 
Church of God and Saints of Christ brought 
about an early definition of progressive theolo-
gy, which was always ready to be on the side 
of the truth and interpret that truth using reli-
gion. And that was exactly what Enoch Mgiji-
ma was ready to do. 
 
It is evident why the ruling party never both-
ered to accord national recognition to the 
Bulhoek massacre and this was clearly for po-
litically expedient reasons. 
 
First in that, in 1920, the Secretary for Native 
Affairs, Mr. E. Barrett invited several influential 
African leaders with association with the ANC, 
like J, Tengo Jabavu and others to dissuade 
‘squatting’ people from illegally occupying of 
land. 
 
Second, the ANC was fed and believed the 
propaganda of white liberal historians who 
maintained that “Enoch Mgijima misled his in-
nocent followers in believing that 1920 would 
be the end of the world”. 
 
Third, to this very day, ANC maintains that oc-
cupation of any piece of land is illegal and not 
its ‘official policy’ and, 
 
Four, squatting by Mgijima’s followers was on 
the basis of ‘religious fanatical beliefs’ which 
was essentially self-serving on the part of 
Enoch Mgijima, which is not entirely true. The 
truth is, Africans were dispossessed and driv-
en away from their land or kept in barren re-
serves without any hope of maintaining proper 
livelihoods. And in one way or another, the 
system of rendering black people landless, 
had to be confronted and fought by whatever 
means possible, including resorting to employ-
ing religious scriptures as a medium for wor-
shipping. 
 
In 1921, the then African National Native Con-
gress (ANNC), was very weak, thus it couldn’t 

provide any hope nor intervene in the situa-
tion, which would lead to a confrontation. It is 
due to this objective organizational weakness-
es and absence of leadership, people often 
resort to seek solace and hope from mystical 
interventions. 
However, whiles the original cause of the oc-
cupation was on the basis of religious factors 
and beliefs, these allegations do not justify the 
ruling ANC’s and its fellow traveller’s position 
on the Bulhoek massacre. In fact, the ruling 
ANC’s view is an act of ‘moral ugliness’ and 
shame. 
 
But why is the ANC’s view an act of moral 
shame? It was an act of moral shame be-
cause the basis of ANC’s formation in 1912 
was a direct response to firstly, the Union of 
1910 which ensured the exclusion of blacks 
participation in any meaningful public affairs 
which concerned them and secondly, a direct 
reaction to land dispossession of African ma-
jority which it sought to halt. However, the land 
question is rather a sticky issue for the ruling 
ANC. 
 
In that, the ANC historically, has lacked any 
comprehensive articulation of the narrative of 
the land question in this country except its re-
peated although now adondoned Freedom 
Charter’s clause on land which says “The 
Land Shall be Shared Among Those Who 
work it…restrictions of land ownership on the 
racial basis shall be ended, and all the land re-
divided amongst those who work it to banish 
famine and land hunger”, despite this bold 
declaration, the ANC has been exposed to be 
lacking a coherent narrative beyond this point. 
There are two things that the ruling party has 
done for the victims and families of those 
killed in Bulhoek, namely; 
 
• building of a monument to honour the vic-

tims at Ntabelanga and; 
• payment in land claims to 2300 families (or 

households) in the tune of about 390 mil-
lion rand 

 
Today, as if it means nothing, the Bulhoek 
massacre is presented by the post-1994 dem-
ocratic government, as it was with the apart-
heid, only in museums and memorials with 
great deal of half-heartedness. Nothing mean-
ingful has been done to improve the living 
conditions of the people in order to erase the 
1921 emotional, psychological, physical and 
geographic scars. Since 1999, the govern-
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ment has been repeating hollow phrases and 
making meaningless promises by declaring 
the “strategic importance of rural development 
and land reform as a lever for improving the 
lives of the previously disadvantaged people”, 
all of these have come to naught. 
It does come not as surprising that the ANC 
cannot offer let alone participating in a con-
structive discourse on the land question be-
cause it has sold out. It fails to deconstruct ta 
colonial past instead, it strives to restore this 
‘colonial past’ and interwoven it with the pre-
sent attempts to land reform processes in or-
der to appease its foreign masters. The ANC 
has contributed to land failures in such graphic 
forms thanks to a policy approach that has led 
to almost R69 billion spent wastefully through 
some ‘willing seller, willing buyer’ or what it 
now calls “a just and equitable principle for 
compensation’’ in land reform programme. 
This shows a lack of a comprehensive narra-
tive and cogent policy solution by the ruling 
ANC’s government. 
It would be entirely wrong and politically disin-
genuous to dismiss the group of people in-
volved in the Bulhoek massacre as ‘religious 
fanatics’ and apolitical and as a totally isolated 
self-seeking. At best, they were part of the 
movement of Ethiopian or independent black 
churches and represented black resistance 
towards white dominance. They were the fore-
runners of radical black theology. 
The confrontation with the police by the mem-
bers of the Church of God and Saints of Jesus 
under the leadership of Enoch Mgijima which 
led to the Bulhoek Massacre on 24

th
 May 

1921, left horrible memories and permanent 
physical, emotional and political scares in the 
minds of many South Africans. Just as Mgiji-
ma his people stood firm in the face of an 
‘adequate’ coercive show of stately and mili-
tary force, he declared: “All my people will 
gather together for that journey to the prom-
ised land,’ and if this is the place, Bulhoek, no 
earthly power can interfere…” regardless. 
The significance of the Bulhoek massacre in 
the present day South Africa, is marked by 
government’s failure to transfer – by any 
means possible – land through various legisla-
tive and regulatory instruments at its disposal 
owing to limitations imposed by the property 
clauses of the constitution. Currently, there are 
countless land claims, which remain unre-
solved in instances where they are partly re-
solved, paltry and contemptuous financial 
compensations are being paid out. The mas-
sive failure is illustrated by re-opening of land 

claims for new lodgement after the initial 31 
December 1998 cut-off date. We shouldn’t 
loose memory of the most important aspect of 
the Bulhoek massacre as having been about 
fighting for a fundamental birthright – land! 
Our land is our natural inheritance and essen-
tial asset – a fundamental right, which was 
forcefully taken away and denied to so many 
dispossessed African people for too long. 
Thus, making the Bulhoek Massacre the most 
violent, post the Union of South Africa’s rec-
orded state sponsored mass killing of defense-
less people majority of whom Christians of 
peasant backgrounds. 
The Church of God and Saints of Christ in the 
areas of Queenstown is the key custodian of 
all processes relating to commemorating the 
cowardice and brutal massacre of their broth-
ers and sister in fellowship of Christ. Further-
more, the church observes this day through 
various activities like annual pilgrimage and in 
different forms leading to the 24

th
 of May each 

year. 
It is proposed that the Bulhoek Massacre 
should be elevated to an important historically 
incident which is a pioneer of all attempts by 
Africans to claim back their land from colonial 
and apartheid thieves. It is again proposed 
that EFF should take up the opportunity of 
commemorating on the 24

th
 May; THE 

BULHOEK MASSACRE, which marks the 
fateful killing that, took place at Ntabelanga 
and Bulhoek. 
EFF should, out of necessity, initiate and lead 
the commemoration of the Bulhoek massacre 
and secure it as an annual calendar event to 
pay homage and tribute to those unsung hero-
ines and heroes of the struggle for land occu-
pation. In oral societies even more than in lit-
erate ones, it is the victors who write or record 
the history, particularly if the losers become 
reconciled to their defeat. The struggle for 
economic freedom, should out of necessity, be 
about correcting the colonial and historical dis-
tortions by means of seizure of political power 
and control of and ownership of the means of 
production through the non-negotiable 7 cardi-
nal pillars of the Economic Freedom Fighters. 
The land victims of Bulhoek Massacre stood 
on ‘Holly Grounds’, lest we forget. Reclaiming 
this holy land from the past, especially from 
colonial theft, will require Africans to do so and 
depart from Frantz Fanon’s profound conclu-
sion that: “for a colonized people the most es-
sential value, because it is the most concrete, 
is first and foremost the land, which will bring 
them bread and above all, dignity.” And a 
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proper starting point in this direction is by re-
membering the Bulhoek Massacre, which 
marks 94

th
anniversary this year. 

We are compelled to cast away our illusions; 
to realize that the most essential value, which 
can ever be acquired by a people emerging 
from centuries of bondage and slavery; which 
brings bread, shelter, and above all, dignity, is 
our holly land. Lest we forget! 
 is an EFF MP and Central Command Team 
Commissar for Land & Agrarian Reform  
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The 24 May 1921 Bulhoek Shootings  
 
Rodney Warwick PhD MA (Historical Studies) (UCT) 

Another significant, even if little recalled South 
African History centenary is upon us: The 24 
May 1921 Bulhoek Shootings during which 
Queenstown based government authorities, 
through police action, decisively responded to 
long-standing legal and other disputes con-
cerning the black African “Israelites” religious 
grouping. From the state’s perspective, this 
intervention was primarily catalysed by the ille-
gally swelling Israelite village at Bulhoek, lo-
cated approximately fifty kilometres south-
west of Queenstown, originally one of eight 
sub-locations of the Kamastone settlement 
established by the Cape Government in 1854; 
today situated next to the small town of Whit-
tlesea.  
 
The shootings were the grim culmination to 
the government’ s objection regarding the Is-
raelites disdain of several court summonses, 
their continual and increasingly belligerent ob-
structions of its officials and police in the 
course of their duties and finally their aggres-
sive, armed militaristic exhibitions, accompa-
nied by insults and threats directed at the po-
lice. All events that had alarmed the broader 
district white and black communities alike.  
 
But the final police action transpired as devas-
tating; officially at least 163 members of self-
proclaimed prophet Enoch Mgijima’s sect 
were fatally shot down; scores more being 
wounded; the stated death numbers almost 
certainly inaccurate - there were many more. 
A mere handful of police endured wounds 
compared to the carnage inflicted by their 
massed firepower. This catastrophic event in-
curred much condemnation of Jan Smuts SA 
Party government, from both home and 
abroad.  
 
Bulhoek was not utterly one-sided; there is 
little doubt the Israelites who besides their 
knobkerries were well-armed with lethal edged 
weapons – swords, spears, military bayonets 
– and had directly and seemingly fearlessly 
attacked awaiting lines of .303 rifle-wielding 
police and even a Maxim machine-gun posi-
tion strategically perched upon a low koppie; 
this weapon purportedly responsible for the 
worst Israelite casualty numbers. World War 
One weaponry use and killing-rates momen-

tarily returned; but at an obscure Eastern 
Cape site.    
 
Although intended as a police operation the 
government’s military-like preparedness was 
obvious; police deployment was carefully 
monitored under Union Defence Force Major-
General Jaap Van Deventer’s observation – a 
very senior Citizen Force soldier, a Smuts 
confidant and a prominent Anglo-Boer War 
and World War One veteran. The UDF also 
provided a half battery of artillery although it 
was neither used nor required; besides medi-
cal teams and an ambulance that certainly 
were. Once the policemen, drawn from many 
different stations, first mustered at Queens-
town; the surrounding koppies were soon ech-
oing with the sound of gunfire; particularly as 
the police calibrated their Maxim weaponry.   
  
Police action at Bulhoek was also anticipated 
critical enough for the immediate presence 
and direct command of SAP Commissioner 
Theo Truter, who joined Van Deventer in 
watching from afar: Eight hundred men divid-
ed into two mounted regiments – six squad-
rons - further sub-divided into troops 
(platoons), who once dismounted with bayo-
nets fixed, approached the Israelite village 
from multiple directions. The entire police line 
stretching from west to east then sharply north
-north-east, covered four kilometres. Advanc-
ing police officers pursued negotiations to the 
very last minute; but Mgijima’s envoys in-
formed them of the Israelite intention to fight: 
“From Jehovah we will not allow you to burn 
our huts, to drive our people away… nor to 
arrest the men you wish to!”  
 
The Israelite fighters likewise configured into 
several groupings ranged across the koppie-
surrounded valley where their dwellings and 
Holy Tabernacle lay; dressed in white tunics, 
khaki shorts, stockings, boots and shaven, 
hatless heads, with homemade Sam Browne 
belts. They were watched from a ridge by red 
blanketed Mgijima who situated himself well 
clear of police operations. Fighting opened 
when Lieutenant Brinton’s troop positioned far 
forward in the centre, as prior instructed, fired 
a single volley the moment an Israelite charge 
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began; such occurred immediately the envoys 
returned.  
 
The police later reported this initial fusillade 
prompted the Israelites to storm all police po-
sitions, while some kilometres northwards, 
smoke warning fires lit up along the Ntabel-
anga Mountain - a signal appealing for a larg-
er rising? So intimated subsequent police ex-
planations. When firing ceased the Israelite 
dead and wounded were heaped at different 
sites. Four men from the vanquished ap-
proached with a white flag requesting permis-
sion to attend their wounded. The police ad-
vanced into the village, encountering the Isra-
elite women who sang continually until or-
dered into silence and gathered together.   
   
Returning to Bulhoek for some re-reflection/
reinterrogation/reassembling of documentary 
evidence into a credible historical coherence; 
one is mindful that any such endeavour would 
invite instant controversy, if it questioned the 
contemporary perspective: What occurred 
was nothing more than a massacre perpetrat-
ed by white policeman upon helpless black 
victims, on behalf of a white government and 
its voters. Historians whatever their status or 
expertise are confronted with such an official 
Department of Arts/Culture and Heritage per-
spective. In the public domain, like all black 
struggle landmarks, the Bulhoek events are 
treated with minimal historical analysis. It 
comprised just another occasion in a white 
atrocity litany committed against blacks. Of 
course, this contrasts markedly with the domi-
nant standard narrative of earlier decades; 
whereby Mgijima’s brethren were dismissed 
as religious fanatics beyond reason, who 
thereby inevitably forced the police’s hand.  
 
Therefore today, discussion not unequivocally 
embracing the current official version would 
be considered bordering on anathema; nor 
could any nuanced view be officially dissemi-
nated within educational syllabi or heritage 
studies. Official monumentalizing has now 
long belatedly occurred via a tomb stone; the 
purported victims’ names engraved thereon. 
Annual commemorations occur including gath-
erings of Church members, ritual dancing in 
the Israelite dress, obsequies and of course, 
government speakers in ANC regalia.   
 
But the centenary occasion prompts still histo-
rians to provide some re-assessment, whatev-
er their conclusions. Particularly when placed 

alongside an important comparison – Sharpe-
ville - the 60

th
 Anniversary occurring last year. 

It was apt that Rapport (28 March 2021) pub-
lished a rare interview with an elderly ex-
policeman - Jerry Oosthuizen - directly in-
volved at Sharpeville, who intimated a degree 
of empathy and clemency deserved by police 
that occasion, considering circumstances both 
surrounding and prompting those apparently 
few chaotically deadly seconds, which Oost-
huizen recalled in some detail.  
 
Oosthuizen’s account is immediately relevant 
to reassessing Bulhoek, not least because this 
would also demand the kind of consideration 
prompted by Dr Marinda Van Zyl’s effectively 
sharp responding letter – Rapport, 4 April 
2021 – which referencing details garnered 
from Judge PJ Wessels thorough Sharpeville 
investigation, demonstrated how Oosthuizen’s 
personal recollections were in Van Zyl’s own 
words: “‘n klassieke voorbeeld van die onbe-
troubaarheid van herinneringe.”  The re-
searcher treads at his peril into evidence and 
secondary sources, supposedly credible, but 
potentially profuse with unsighted hearsay, 
memories dimmed by the years, or even delib-
erate maligning of the author’s own historical 
opponents. This can of course work both 
ways.   
 
Despite Sharpeville having its own complex 
historical context, it now enshrined into an an-
nual public holiday - just victims and villains- 
thus constituting into perpetuity the standard-
ized, state endorsed understanding thereof. 
The Bulhoek shootings however, are markedly 
less public mainstream knowledge even if to-
day, the local broad municipal area of 13584 
km2 bears Mgijima’s name.    
 
Despite the high casualties and resultant mul-
titude of grief and no doubt many tragic con-
sequences for the dead’s kin, the policemen 
whether at Bulhoek, Sharpeville or Marikana 
for that matter, have their story too. Those in-
volved at Bulhoek wrote their records within 
days, if not hours from the event; submitting 
the same to a judicial commission. The presid-
ing judge, Sir Thomas Graham exonerated the 
authorities from blame; also finding the Israel-
ite movement had been far more “anti-
European” than religious; no doubt part-
confirmed in Graham’s mind by Mgijima’s ra-
cial theology, introduced below.    
 
But Bulhoek also occurred nearly forty years 
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earlier than Sharpeville – its participants have 
now all long passed on; meaning police re-
ports archived or published within The Nong-
qai - their service magazine – and what they 
related to journalists, alone constitute the pri-
mary sources describing the actual bloody en-
counter. That said, one bears in mind too, that 
with so many potential witnesses present, any 
capricious police authors inclined to mendicity 
would run the risk of perjury; the law enforcers 
knew a judicial inquiry would be mandatory for 
such a violent event, even if such state action 
had appeared justified in that time’s context.   
 
But equally relevant is that an informed 
Bulhoek re-examination fascinatingly exposes 
one of this country’s multifarious historical side
-issues: The re-shaping of some emerging in-
dependent black Christian denominations faith 
beliefs, towards espousing various degrees/
forms of millennialism and acting out thereon. 
Such is a distant (and present too?) and indis-
putable sociological reality worth dwelling up-
on: Historically the 1850s Xhosa Cattle Killing 
bear particular witness to the most destructive 
and irrational of millennialism beliefs. During 
this country’s racially-blighted, often desperate 
land battles; millennialism has arguably contin-
uing into secular beliefs still under-pining 
much contemporary black nationalist politics. 
That a saviour state or organization – ANC or 
EFF - can at white South Africans expense, 
reimburse all victims descendants for history’s 
woes; that social and political Nirvana is 
achievable through some kind of African so-
cialism.   
 
During the 1920s and thereafter, independent 
Black Judiac-Christian sects and their theolo-
gies transformed according to perceived socio
-political needs, grievances and hopes; Mji-
jama’s Israelites are located therein. Resulting 
in an utter conformity by Mjigima’s flock to his 
millennialism teachings, spurring the Israelites 
dread choice to violently confront the police. 
They were God’s Chosen People awaiting the 
End of the World, illuminated by Divine Signs:  
You will hear of Wars and Rumours of Wars, 
but see to it you are not alarmed. Such things 
must happen but the end is still to come. Na-
tion will rise against nation and kingdom 
against kingdom. (Matthew 24:6-7).  
 
According to Mjigima, the recently ended First 
World War marked only the opening battles of 
whites’ self-destruction - such apocalyptic ex-

planations where repeatedly confirmed within 
Mjigima’s numerous letters to authorities, 
when he was called upon to explain his persis-
tent defiance or circumlocution; ignoring all 
official instructions; from court summons to his 
assistance required with census arrange-
ments.     
  
But there is also another dimension to com-
prehending the sheer ferocity of the Bulhoek 
police action, even if one cannot quibble with 
their obligation to defend themselves. In the 
1920s, the chances of a general or rapidly 
spreading unified black uprising against white 
South Africans was remote. Despite this, since 
the 1910 Union and even before, such a sce-
nario had been seriously and constantly ap-
praised by police and military officialdom; even 
though whites with complete control of all the 
armed forces, monopolised the State’s consid-
erable coercive power without any exception. 
Meaning that as military historian Ian Van der 
Waag puts it: “African traditional leaders, in 
awkward suspension between state responsi-
bility and community support, did not cooper-
ate militarily and when one fell afoul of the law, 
he almost invariably faced the state as an indi-
vidual.”  
 
That is what transpired at Bulhoek; such an 
individual seemingly completely undeterred 
and undaunted by white state power - Enoch 
Mgijima – allowed or encouraged repeated 
challenges to a fixed norm of the day – the ex-
pected subservience of black before white. 
This foreboded unknown potentially danger-
ous possibilities for both – hence the conster-
nation provoked amongst all racial groupings 
outside the Israelites camp.  
 
Mgijima was linguistically and culturally Xhosa; 
supposedly born in 1868 within the very 1921 
shootings location, who as a “Bishop” was al-
so powerfully armed with the potentially almost 
unlimited hypnotic impact of a charismatic reli-
gious faith version, prescribed by his own 
teachings. Through this attribute and his 
claims, Mgijima succeeded in ensuring appar-
ent complete control amongst his followers, 
who eventually responded, however suicidally, 
via their unquestioning belief and obedience to 
his prophetic claims of their own salvation’s 
guarantees.    
 
Mgijima’s church and Bishop’s office therein 
originated via one John Msikinya, originally of 
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Fort Beaufort; who had embarked upon a 
Methodist Church bursary sponsored 1908 
educational visit to the USA. But inadvertently 
resulted with Msikinya embracing the teach-
ings of William Crowdy; the Church of God 
and Saints in Christ Founder, from which is 
rooted the broader Black Hebrew Israelite 
movement. Crowdy was a former slave and 
US Civil War Union Army veteran, who assert-
ed authority for his Church’s establishment 
from claimed visionary experiences revealing 
that Black People were the descendants of 
Israel’s ten lost tribes. His understandings no 
doubt psychologically induced/conflated by his 
brutal slave rearing and the then markedly vio-
lent America. Just the two post-war years 
1919 -20 had witnessed scores of race riots 
across the USA, resulting in hundreds of black 
and white fatalities.  
  
Around 1905, Crowdy had already ensured 
specific despatch of missionaries to South Af-
rica.  Emboldened by his unique theology/
claims successfully gaining so many black 
American adherents, he must have conceived 
the centuries sustained black oppression in 
South Africa and their existent yearnings for 
some kind of deliverance – surely such was 
only possible through God (?), constituting the 
most fertile evangelistic ground and potential 
for legions of new devotees.   
 
When Msikinya returned to the Eastern Cape, 
Crowdy had already appointed him a Bishop; 
but excluding one Queenstown district loca-
tion, Msikinya’s attempted proselytising ex-
posed the immediate inevitable complications 
and conflicts within organised religion. Msikin-
ya’s confronted such problems almost imme-
diately, with often violent responses from long-
vested black church communities, drawing fur-
ther trouble from suspicious officialdom too. 
Upon Msikinya’s 1914 death, another Method-
ist succeeder, Enoch Mgijima a relatively 
prosperous Bulhoek landowner, assumed the 
Bishopric.    
 
But black separatist movements from the es-
tablished then white-led mainstream churches 
were usually strongly individual/personality 
driven. And predictably, a regular feature 
thereof was for these to split upon the found-
er’s death. Such occurred with Mgijima’s ac-
cession quickly turning acrimonious; for with 
significant congregational support, Mgijima 
restyled himself as “Prophet”; justified by his 
own long-held claims to richly symbolic visions 

and Angel visitations, informing him of further 
now apocalyptic details. Mgijima’s continuing 
Devine encounters took a confusing and dis-
turbing turn when with global war having bro-
ken out in 1914, he prophesied the demise of 
all whites including within South Africa, to the 
gain of blacks and his own adherents particu-
larly.   
 
This very marked shift in theological content 
and tone was enough to sufficiently concern 
the American parent church; Mgijima was 
forthwith excommunicated for the “crime” of 
“disobedience”. But the South African church 
simply split with Mgijima retaining the 
“unofficial” resultant “portion”, while success-
fully multiplying his own following and not only 
within his immediate district. Mgijima’s sect 
had adopted something of a Judaic theologi-
cal outlook - Christ was diminished to just an 
important, but black prophet. Ritual including 
establishing a Tabernacle – a marquee tent 
containing wooden benches centred around 
Mgijima’s Throne – a raised chair with arms 
and feet rest; the Bishop himself donning a 
gold braided scarlet robe, a motor-board-type 
headdress of velvet and gold lace, completed 
with a wooden crozier.  
 
The term “Israelites” for Mgijima’s devotees 
was obviously directly connected to the Bibli-
cal Hebrews status as “God’s Chosen”; but 
American African Studies academic Robert 
Edgar, also late of Stellenbosch University, 
within his hagiographic account of Mgijima’s 
leadership and the Bulhoek Massacre, sug-
gests that Mgijima might have assumed paral-
lels between his own Hlubi Xhosa Chiefdom’s 
ancestors, who during the Mfecane had been 
forced into migration, exile and deprivations. 
Like Crowdy, earlier childhood recollections/
stories probably played decisively upon the 
“Prophet’s” mind – but on historical events 
most historians would accept are disconnect-
ed to white colonization.     
       
Mgijima’s long-smouldering disputes with au-
thority included officialdom’s objections to his 
Israelites violations regarding a battery of anti-
squatting legislation, with increased newcom-
er Israelites from across the Union moving to 
the Bulhoek Tabernacle’s immediate vicinity. 
Mgijima deftly justified this by explaining their 
expected annual pilgrimage to the Passover 
Celebrations. These Israelites then remaining 
and constructing new huts; a process urged 
on by Mgijima’s teaching that only his 
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Church’s followers on its own Holy Ground 
could hope to be saved from forthcoming de-
struction.  
 
Such resulted in his detractors including other 
Kamastone inhabitants and even black Afri-
cans further afield, citing disruptions and 
stock theft; these complaints then were offi-
cially exhibited as exacerbating evidence 
pointing to the risks posed by the Israelites 
regarding potentially wider and dangerous ru-
ral instability.   
      
For the authorities, a final provocation started 
from 8 December 1920. It was connected to 
police show of force by approximately 100 
men despatched ostensibly to ensure long 
demanded Israelite compliance where ex-
pected. This force camped within a mile of 
Mgijima’s village; in response scores of armed 
Israelites immediately settling 25 metres away 
and that night directly approached and con-
fronted the policemen. The following year, two 
months after the shootings, an angry police 
officer wrote:    
 
“There have been many criticisms regarding 
the Government’s action… It is only those 
who came in contact with, and who lived in 
the vicinity of the Israelite camp.., who could 
have any conception of the aggressive, dan-
gerous and insulting manner of these fanat-
ics..(and).. the danger … hanging over the 
heads of the people of Queenstown for some 
time. How easy it is to use big words and criti-
cize from your cosy arm chair! But how hard it 
is to be spat upon and to have swords pointed 
within an inch of your stomach…Our officer 
and his men were subjected to the utmost 
degradation…”  
 
The police backed down and withdrew, but 
with their perceptions of the Israelite threat 
extent and their own resultant fury sustained 
far longer; the Israelite jeering and disrespect 
was felt with wretched, livid humiliation. This 
alone would inevitably ensure a future strong 
response. This police rage prompted by the 
considered sheer impertinence of blacks chal-
lenging and mocking whites – let alone police-
men. In the context of a century ago, such 
can be further measured by the same police-
men later battling but eventually succeeding 
to dissuade the immediate armed intervention 
by 150 white civilian volunteers, mostly World 
War One veterans, who on being informed of 
the police withdrawal, motored out after 

“hearing of the insults to the Police.. (and)… 
were anxious to have a go at the Natives.”  
 
Just as Sharpeville occurred against a two 
month earlier chilling backdrop of nine black 
and white policemen murdered at Cato Manor 
and the Marikana police it was alleged, just 
prior to their mass shooting of the miners, 
sought revenge for the murders of four police 
and security officers; so as far as authorities 
were concerned, Bulhoek too had a long, 
darkening prelude: Disdain for the law, per-
ceived continual duplicity by Mgijima and his 
lieutenants in discussions with Native Affairs 
representatives, the judiciary and police; then 
finally aggression, insults and weapon-
wielding threats.  
 
Afro-centric historians would violently contest 
the above – the Bulhoek people and at count-
less other locations and times were the per-
petual, tragic black victims of white political 
power and state force manifesting in various 
forms – Mgijima was another example of he-
roic resistance, his theology and insistence on 
followers’ conformity notwithstanding.    
 
Which is an opportune time for a brief wider-
angle view of the national inter-racial violence 
context; some examples: In February 1920 at 
Vrededorp - central Johannesburg, unauthor-
ised white civilians had shot at a meeting held 
there by the African National (mineworkers) 
Union. A likewise situation occurred with po-
lice at Village Deep Mine; while in Port Eliza-
beth, white civilians seized police arms with-
out any official consent and then joined the 
police in shooting into people outside the jail 
incarcerating the local Industrial and Commer-
cial Workers Union President - arrested with 
neither warrant nor charge – 24 blacks were 
killed and many more wounded. These local 
inter-racial violent incidents mirrored similar 
events then occurring in the USA, but with 
generally lower fatality rates.     
 
From some black vantage positions, in 
Shakespearean idiom, it must have appeared 
that: “the time is out of joint”; A Transkei in-
habitant, one Wellington Buthelezi, caused 
both disquiet and raised an interested ripple, 
by prophesying of American negroes coming 
with aircraft to Africa and setting blacks free. 
Mgijima’s Israelite sect was hardly alone in 
making fantastic theological claims; by this 
time some 160 other South African black reli-
gious sects existed, also all “Chosen People”, 
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all well beyond mainline white church control; 
and all foresaw various millennial-type futures 
through their theological-interpretative em-
phasis upon the more sanguinary sections of 
the Old Testament.     
 
Using an entirely different historical paradigm; 
when comparing Bulhoek, Sharpeville and 
Marikana; different police mass shootings 
from different eras; we view starkly different 
police profiles. But all demonstrating some-
thing of political/state power assumptions 
alongside racial/class/occupational attitudes, 
evinced within local police culture over a cen-
tury-long period, in combination with the po-
lice’s own fears/motivations.  
 
The police at Bulhoek were overwhelmingly 
Anglo-South Africans; their officers virtually 
exclusively so; many were also First World 
War veterans. The Sharpeville shooters were 
almost definitely exclusively white Afrikaners 
– many very young - born amidst the tumultu-
ous political struggles between white South 
Africans and socialized during the triumphant 
mobilization of Afrikaner nationalism, pre and 
post-1948; where fear/distrust/rejection of 
black political demands was often the only 
common point of agreement between Anglos 
and Afrikaners.  
 
The Marikana policemen were almost exclu-
sively black Africans – footage shows a very 
small sprinkling of whites – the political and 
service commanders were also black; ANC 

political power was long-confirmed; these po-
licemen would also have grown-up during the 
turbulent final years of National Party rule. 
Their being black mattered not a jot to them in 
their choice of action. Across decades, police-
men of different languages/cultures/under dif-
ferent white and black governments, faced 
with provocation (or not?), responded exactly 
the same way.     
    
Amidst the state’s dogmatism that whatever 
the cost, the Israelites had to be dispersed 
back to their original homes; the judicial sys-
tem and government within historical contex-
tual limitations treated people equally before 
the law. A white farmer and his white employ-
ee who shot two Israelites on his farm was 
brought to trial. Government representatives 
stressed they had for literally years perse-
vered to persuade Mgijima to obey the law. 
The Israelite wounded who could not be hos-
pitalized in Queenstown’s limited facilities 
were transferred to hospitals at Wynberg and 
Robert’s Heights military bases, in Cape 
Town and Pretoria respectively. Where are 
the supposedly objective historical answers to 
be found amidst the intersections between 
personalities, political power, race, religion 
with its infinite interpretive capacities of secu-
lar ills – and remedies; along with the determi-
nation of human beings to both form and pro-
tect orderly societies, but to also resist op-
pression?     
 
Rodney Warwick PhD MA (Historical Stud-
ies) (UCT) 
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Bulhoek Police Officers 

 
Photos furnished by Rodney Warwick  
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Bulhoek Police Officers & NCOs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The battlefield 
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Bishop Enoch Mgijima  
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Three-D Bulhoek Map Nongqai 
Enoch Mgijima 
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Bulhoek Plaques 
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BULHOEK: SOME ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS FROM THE SAP AND 
SAPS MUSEUM 
 
HBH 
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Letter to the Commissioner by Lt Col HF 
Trew—2nd page missing! 
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Please excuse any offensive language—these are historical documents and no offence is meant.  
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Brig HB Heymans 
 
Ek het groot geword met “polisie-praatjies” van 
onluste in Durban, Witsieshoek, Cato Manor, 
Sharpeville, Paarl, Soweto, Pondoland, die 
Bashee-brug-moorde en vele ander onlus-
verwante polisiegeskiedenis. My Vader was 
ook polisieman wat menige dae op “Stand By” 
by die polisiestasie was. Ek het na baie stories 
geluister en baie polisiemanne wat by Cato 
Manor, Soweto en Sharpeville was, se verhale 
skriftelik bekom. Baie polisiemanne is in 
gewelddadige voorvalle vermoor bv. majoor 
Kjelvei wie se kinders saam met my op skool 
was.  
 
Ek weet hoe dit is om “voor te staan” by 
onluste. Ek het my verantwoordelikheid 
begryp en die implikasies en nagevolge van 
my aksies verstaan. Ons het baie jong manne  
- pas uit die skool gehad - wat hierdie 
gewelddadige skares vir die eerste keer 
gesien het!  
 
Vele kere was die polisie maar net die 

katalisator gewees wat wetlik moes optree om 
die regering en die destydse departement van 
buitelandse sake in die verleentheid te stel! Ek 
dink aan die onluste op die Goudvelde—mnr 
FW de Klerk was in die buiteland toe onluste 
opvlam. Ander kere as hoogwaardigheids-
bekleërs die land besoek, is onluste opsetlik 
veroorsaak om die destydse Nasionale Party 
in die verleentheid te stel.  Ons taak was 
verder bemoeilik en onder die loep geneem 
deur ondersoeke bv. van die Goldstone-
kommissie. 
 
Die publiek bepaal altyd die polisie se 
optrede—”hy neem die ou Tante oor die pad” 
of “hy moet gewapende skares beteuel”—wet 
en orde handhaaf. Ons het linkse sowel as 
regse betogers en bomplanters gearresteer. 
 
Die polisie is verantwoordelik vir rus en vrede 
maar ook vir binnelandse stabiliteit—’n soms 
ondankbare taak. Dankie aan al ons 
deelnemers om hierdie uitgawe ‘n sukses te 
maak! 

 klik hier 

 klik hier 

 klik hier 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poOeN2ApMnY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poOeN2ApMnY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6VdjwYbvoD0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LxWZa5UtoxY
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SLOT | END 
 
Dear reader   
Please note that in this quasi-historical magazine we make use of 
various sources and consequently it is obvious that the document 
contains various diverse and personal      opinions of different peo-
ple and the author of the Nongqai cannot be held responsible or 
be liable in his personal  capacity.  
 
Geagte leser   
Vir hierdie kwasiehistoriese tydskrif maak ons van verskeie bronne 
gebruik en bevat die dokument uiteraard uiteenlopende en diverse 
persoonlike menings van verskillende persone en die opsteller van 
die Nongqai kan nie in sy persoonlike hoedanigheid daarvoor 
verantwoordelik of aanspreeklik gehou word nie.  

© 2021 Brig. HB Heymans  (SAP Ret.) 
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