Healing a nation with a song
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Ah! There is power and magic in song; there is oneness and harmony in song; there is strength and agreement in song; there is beauty and serenity in song; there is understanding and peace in song; and that is what ubuntu is all about, thanks in no small part to Mankayi Enoch Sontonga’s legacy – Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika. 

What was it that inspired our father Sontonga to write this enduring testament to the human spirit’s ability to overcome adversity, despite the odds? Evidently, Ancestor Sontonga is proof that the pen is mightier than the sword – and oh-so melodic too.

Professor Khabi Mngoma aptly put it: “Music is indispensable in the lives of Black South Africans, especially Africans. In impoverished rural communities, people depend mainly on themselves to provide music they use in different social circumstances.”

In the early 1980s, I went in search of the memory of the Uitenhage-born composer at his former residence in Old Klipspruit Location. It turned into a historical journey of discovery in my anthology Umhlaba Wethu (April 1987), followed by a stage production and television interpretation called Nkosi! The Healing Song, in 1992. 

In 1997, we celebrated the centenary of the healing song Nkosi (1897-1997), with performances at the Wits Great Hall. The Post Office issued a special stamp in Sontonga’s honour on Heritage Day. 

My research was blessed by providence – firstly, sponsored by the South African Council of Churches; then by secretary general Bishop Desmond Tutu with a grant of R2 000; and later with an endorsement by Makhulu – Mrs Alice The Boxing Granny Sontonga – of Diepkloof, Sontonga’s daughter-in-law, widow of his son Wonga. Whenever I visited MaSontonga, she would not let me leave until I had had tea and home-made cakes. We call them Potchefstrooms in the townships. Bless her soul.

Another blessing was from the literary moruti (priest), Rev O S D Mooki in Orlando East, who took me to the exact spot of the church which Mankayi Enoch Sontonga presided over, in what is now Pimville behind Musi High, just behind the new shopping centre! Is the South African Heritage Resources Agency listening out there?

I tried to trace the gravesite of Tat’uSontonga in Braamfontein, poring over the register at the Braamfontein Cemetry over several afternoons, without success. All I found references to the burial of  “Kaffir this,” and “Kaffir that …” MaSontonga consoled me by saying that, as long as we knew Tata was buried there, then “that’s all that mattered, Son”. Even then, she admonished me, what’s the difference between one grave and another? “Yes, Makhulu,” I had replied in disappointment. The site of the grave was finally located in the “Native Christian” section of the Braamfontein Cemetery in the early 1990s; one of the reasons why his grave could not be found is that it was listed under “Enoch” and not “Sontonga”.

In an imaginary dialogue between another national icon, Nelson Mandela (Madiba), and Sontonga, I imagine the exchange would go like this:

M:  Dear Enoch Sontonga:  In our hearts you you are a father, an inspiration to generations. We all wish that we had met, so we could embrace you for the courage you gave us in struggle, for the strength you give us today as we strive to build a better life for all. We owe you more than we can say.

S: Your words humble me, exalt me, Madiba, and inspire me more.

M: You remind us with every breath we take, that we have the nation that you prayed for, a nation that we hope to make better, a nation growing in peace and with God’s blessing.

S: Ah! Dalibunga. I can hear you, yet I cannot touch you. I sometimes wonder whether we have not met elsewhere before. I saw this graffiti the other day which I found to be cute as it said: “If a former prisoner can become a president, then I can become a nuclear scientist.”

M: Tat’uSontonga, you remind us that Africa’s children are indeed themselves up in her renaissance. 

One hundred and ten years after the creation of Nkosi as a hymn, it is appropriate to acknowledge, honour and celebrate the legacy Sontonga bequeathed not only to us in South Africa, but importantly, to all of Africa. The song spread beyond the borders of South Africa and has been translated and adapted into a number of other languages. It is still the national anthem of Tanzania and Zambia, and has been sung in Zimbabwe, Namibia and South Africa for many years. In 1994 it became part of South Africa's national anthem. Why not boldly, proudly and profoundly rename the colonial Union Buildings in Pretoria, to The Enoch Mankayi Sontonga Buildings? 

Although the process is lengthy and costly, there is no earthly reason why relevant structures nationally cannot complete this process between now and the time we go to our third general elections in 2009. I propose that the Ministry of Arts and Culture makes a final pronunciation of the renaming of  the Union Buildings in honour of Mankayi Enoch Sontonga to coincide with the opening ceremony of  World Cup in June 2010.

Of course, soccer’s premier tournament will be held for the first time on the continent Sontonga first identified in his hymn in 1897 – exactly 110 years ago. Talk about foresight; talk about a prophetic vision; talk about pan Africanism. Tat’uSontonga personifies all that magnificently.

Anyway, that’s my understanding of Great-grandfather Mankayi Enoch Sontonga. Biased? You bet. Passionate? Most definitely. 

Has the journey to rediscover the fullness of Mankayi Enoch Sontonga ended? No, it has just taken a short break. History is a journey we revisit from time to time. Memory is our heritage!

Ends

Side Box 1

1873: One hundred and thirty four years ago, in the then Eastern Province, Enoch Mankayi Sontonga was born.

1897:  One hundred and ten years ago, Sontonga composed his prayer and hymn for Africa, Nkosi. 

1905:  One hundred and two years ago, on April 18, Sontonga died aged 32 after a short illness. He was buried the next day at the Braamfontein Cemetery.

1912:  Ninety-five years ago; at the closing ceremony of the founding of the SA National Native Congress, to be renamed the South African National Congress (ANC) by its pan-Africanist secretary general and historian-publisher T D Mweli Skota, Sontonga’s hymn was first sung at a political rally after the closing prayer.

1923: Eighty-four years ago on October 23, another resident of Klipspruit Location just like Skota and Sontonga, and a founding father of the ANC, writer Solomon T Plaatje, recorded a male version of Nkosi .

1925:  Eighty-two years ago: Following a recommendation by ANC secretary general Skota in his report to the national conference, the ANC officially adopted Nkosi as its anthem to close its meetings.

1927:  Eighty years ago, the Lovedale Press published the music sheet of Nkosi for the first time (see illustration).

1929:  Seventy-eight years ago, Nkosi is published in a religious publication, the Presbyterian Xhosa hymnal Ingcwade yama-culo Ase-Rabe.


1942: Sixty-five years ago, teacher and poet Moses Mphahlele composed  
the Sesotho version of Nkosi called Morena Boloka Setjhaba sa Heso.

1992: Fifteen years ago, Nkosi! The Healing Song, written by Mothobi Mutloase, was first performed at the Wits Great Hall in celebration of the 95th anniversary of Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika.
1994:  Thirteen years ago, the National Monuments Council is informed about Sontonga’s burial at the Braamfontein Cemetery.

1996: Eleven years ago, on Heritage Day September 24, President Nelson Mandela declares Sontonga’s grave – Plot Number 4885 – a national monument. The ceremony is attended, among other guests, by Sontonga’s granddaughter, Ma Ida Rabotapi, and family. Madiba also bestows the Order of Meritorious Service in Gold posthumously to Sontonga. The award is received by MaRabotapi.

Side Box 2

God Bless Africa 

Original Lovedale English Translation of Enoch Sontonga’s prayer for his beloved Africa 

Lord, bless Africa;

May her horn rise high up;

Hear Thou our prayers And bless us.

Chorus

Descend, O Spirit,

Descend, O Holy Spirit.

Bless our chiefs

May they remember their Creator.

Fear Him and revere Him,

That He may bless them.

Bless the public men,

Bless also the youth

That they may carry the land with patience

and that Thou mayst bless them.

Bless the wives

And also all young women;

Lift up all the young girls

And bless them.

Bless the ministers

of all the churches of this land;

Endue them with Thy Spirit  

And bless them. 

Bless agriculture and stock raising

Banish all famine and diseases;

Fill the land with good health

And bless it.

Bless our efforts

of union and self-upliftment,

Of education and mutual understanding

And bless them.

Lord, bless Africa

Blot out all its wickedness

And its transgressions and sins,

And bless it. 

