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I have known “Scrape” Ntshona for 40 years. Yesterday afternoon, when I sat in front of my laptop to prepare these remarks, after his son Vuyo requested that I speak at this Funeral Ceremony, I had to get my cell phone and telephone “Scrape’s” niece, Brigalia Bam, to ask her what Scrape’s full, baptismal name is. 

During all these 40 years I have known him, and longer still, he was known by his friends and public as “Scrape” Ntshona. There is something unique about a personality known and called all his/her life by a nickname, so much so that the nickname totally eclipses the name given at baptism and school registration. Who ever calls Guevara by his baptismal name, Ernesto? He wrapped himself around the entire round world, and entered our minds and souls, as “Che”.  

So, we have a personality in front of us who wrapped himself around the world, and entered our minds and souls, as “Scrape”. A nickname, of course, stands for easy entrance into a personality; formality is not required for the encounter and interaction.

The entry-gate into Scrape’s personality was soft, easy, and comforting. Do not think that Scrape was all gaiety, laughter, and small talk. No! Once you walked inside, into his personality, through that easy, soft, and comforting entry-gate, you encountered matters and issues and sentiments gay and grave; you encountered an intellect which pronounced views on, and offered deep analyses of, the deepest and most profound matters and issues and sentiments of life, society, and history. Inside the Scrape’s personality,you also encountered passionate, righteous anger, and preaching, such as you find also in the Biblical Prophets Hosea, Jeremiah, and Isaiah. 

Such was Scrape Ntshona.

I have very pleasant recollections of days I spent in his company in London. For many years, for decades, he lived in London; and for many years, even decades, I lived in New York City. Whenever I and my brothers had occasion to be in London, we invariably spent time with Scrape, and our souls were fulfilled, oiled, enriched, and sweetened, by interaction with him. One particular visit still shines and reverberates in my mind and soul, when it was Scrape, John Kani, Winston Ntshona, and myself all wrapped around together in beautiful, eloquent, even musical company.

Scrape Ntshona belonged to a group of South African men and women which I called, and still call, the “Golden Generation.” I am still convinced that we, as a Nation, we as the leading elites of this nation, still need to focus on this “Golden Generation;” on the sum and substance, and promise, of this Golden Generation; on the tragic fate of this Golden Generation; and on the tragedy to our Nation represented by the failure of our South Africa to drink from the well consisting of the thoughts, vision, personality, drama,  poetry, eloquence, and depth, of this Golden Generation. 

Not that the men and women I call the Golden Generation were rounded and complete, let alone completely correct and perfect. No, these unique men and women were not that.

Who are these men and women comprising what I call the Golden Generation, of which Scrape Ntshona was a part?

I am talking about that generation of educated African men and women of South Africa who reached full maturity in the 1950s, some in the early 1950s, others in the middle 50s, and still others in the late 50s. The elder statesmen and stateswomen of this Golden Generation reached full maturity in the late 1940s.

I am talking about a galaxy of stars on the South African sky and society, consisting, to name just a few, of I. B. Tabata, Tsotsi, Honono, Joe Mathews, Mandela, Sobukwe, Lembede, A. B. Mda, Tambo, Sisulu, Godfrey Pitje, Nimrod Mkele, Govan Mbeki, Khabi Mngoma, Sibusiso Nyembezi, Prof. Nkabinde, Herbert Dhlomo, Simon Ngubane, Ezekiel Mphahlele, Scrape Ntshona, Dr. Tyamzashe, Mlahleni Njisane, Mphiwa Mbatha, Jordan Ngubane, Modicai Gumede, Congress Mbatha, Mazisi Kunene, Mangosuthu Buthelezi, Dr. Chonco, Mqotsi, D. G. S. Mtimkhulu, Absolom Vilakazi, Nthato Motlana, Selby Ngcobo, the remarkable Durban lawyer Bill Bhengu, and many others. They are not of the same age; some were younger than others; others were the guiding light to the younger.

The list is long and illustrious, consisting of this category of African men and women from all parts of the country. Members of this Golden Generation knew one another from common schooling at Marianhill, Adams College, Lovedale, Fort Hare, Wits, and Sastri College in Durban.

What is it which gave these remarkable men and women special value and a special stamp on their character?

Let me first stress the point that the characters, minds, and souls of all Africans have been shaped, molded, shielded, and influenced by the African community within which they grew up and lived; and by the White power structure, in its economic, cultural, social, and political sense (The political sense has, of course, changed, since 1994.) 

What is unique about the conditions which produced the Golden Generation is that, as harsh and cruel and inhuman as the White power structure was, the African community had not disintegrated to the extent that it had disintegrated in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 80s, 90, and in our time. African culture, and principles of African civilization, were still a powerful presence. 

The African character, and mind, and soul, was still shaped, shielded, and influenced by a powerful African culture, African philosophy, African vision, and African personality. Most members of this Golden Generation were still directly and indirectly heavily influenced by principles and patterns of African culture and African civilization, even if the influenced came to some of them through the mother working and living in the back room of a white home.

We can say, then, that in terms of education and socialization, members of the Golden Generation got the best of the two worlds: on the one hand, they got the decisive, early education and socialization from an African home environment which was not as confused and watered down as it became as the African community reached high levels of disintegration; on the other hand, the Golden Generation attended a school system in which the quality of education was considerably higher than it became after Bantu Education and the massive growth of Apartheid Townships.

This Golden Generation wrote a beautiful language, whether it was English or an African language; their mastery of the language was pure poetry; their mastery of literature was superlative. Scrape Ntshona was an example of what I am talking about. Most of these men and women were my father’s friends, and they were kind enough to wait for me to grow up till we could become genuine friends.

Here is the tragedy: members of this Golden Generation expected that they, and their generation, would be the leaders of the new, free South Africa. Certainly, this expectancy and optimism are found in the Freedom Charter as well as in the Pan Africanist Congress statements by Robert Sobukwe.

1960-61 came, Sharpeville came, and the White State banned the PAC, ANC, UNITY MOVEMENT and other Movements considered dangerous to White supremacy.

With the banning of political organizations and movements, adults got out of politics. The liberation political movement voice became silent. Some of the adults went to prison, like Sobukwe and Mandela; some went abroad; the vast majority remained silent within the country. Scrape Ntshona and many of the Golden Generation went abroad.

When liberation politics was revived in this country, it was revived by youth, by students, and by Mangosuthu Buthelezi, who, however, was rejected by youth for operating within what they called a `government-created’ institution. Youth, students, dominated the struggle so much that commentators and supposed intelligent men and women said that Youth had become the Vanguard of the struggle.

Over the years, certainly from the 1980s, I argued publicly that the most urgent need in the liberation movement was to reinstate adults in the liberation struggle, to inject maturity and wisdom and spiritual depth in the struggle.

In the Luthuli-Sobukwe-Biko Memorial Lecture I delivered in 1989 in the Regina Mundi Church, I actually proposed that at least 50 per cent of members of every committee of the liberation movement must be made up of men and women above 55 years old, to restore spiritual depth, wisdom of the Ages, and maturity in the liberation struggle.

The real tragedy for the country is that members of this Golden Generation, many of whom have been alive and alert even after 1994, were not incorporated in the leadership of the country even as advisors. They and elderly African men and women have been looking with dismay at the direction our civilization has been taking under our rule. 

Our public life shines with cleverness, not with wisdom.

Running a country is not like driving a car, which requires a driving license, which any 18 year-old, 28 year-old, or 38 or 48 year-old may get. Driving a car requires mainly technical-scientific knowledge and skills.

Besides technical-scientific knowledge and skills, running a country requires above all Spiritual knowledge. 

Men and women, like Scrape Ntshona, should be used in providing guidance and leadership to the country.

This is our tragedy, and Scrape Ntshona’s tragedy, and the tragedy of the country, that the Golden Generation was never made use of in guiding this nation forward and wisely. 

Genuine intellectuals should have the standing of  a precious and revered Public Library, guiding the construction and development of our civilization. The tragedy is that our State has polluted and degraded the genuine African intellect in its insistence and dependence upon Political Party thinkers and political party intellect. Look at what has happened to our civilization; look where we are now.   

