
SOL PLAATJE, writer, statesman, publisher, journalist,
entrepreneur, and great orator, had a vision of a fair, 
equal, and just South Africa which encompassed every 
language group. His accomplishments are well docu-
mented in numerous publications, his own and others. 
He lived as an African in a society where what was 
white was acceptable, was civilized, yet he fought to 
record and preserve his language. In this film, people 
who know his life story and his work explain the
values he lived by and how he acquired them. 

LENGTH:  24 minutes 8 seconds           See SCRIPT Page 18
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Figure 1:
A young SOL PLAATJE. Photo courtesy Sol Plaatje Museum, Kimberley



Solomon Plaatje: A Diamond at the Coalface of 
South African History  
       by Uhuru Phalafala

SOLOMON TSHEKISO PLAATJE was a prominent South African writer,
political activist, newspaper proprietor, editor, and music composer 
born on 9 October 1876 to converted Christian parents. The family 
lived in an outpost of the Berlin Mission Society in Pniel, in today’s 
Northern Cape. 

Plaatje was of the Barolong people, one of the most prominent subdivisions of
the Batswana. This was a cultural identity he carried with him all his life, informing
him to advocate for the use, love, development, and study of the Setswana language
when it faced an uncertain future due to encounters with foreign colonial forces 
that imposed English in all schools and in all government work. The discovery of 
diamonds in Kimberley in the 1860s, soon after which Plaatje was born, attracted
the attention of both the British and the Afrikaner, whose migrations to the mine
fields for economic opportunities greatly displaced his family.  

During this time in history, the English colonialists and the Dutch settlers who
later became known as Afrikaners were at war for territory (land) and domination 
(power). The Dutch had controlled the western Cape region of the country from their
occupation in 1652, building an economic stronghold through slavery, until 1834 
when slavery was abolished by the British who had occupied the Cape since 1806. 

Due to this loss of power at the Cape as well as profits from slavery, the Dutch 
protested against British rule by migrating from the Cape in 1835, moving across 
the interior of the land throughout the 1840s and 1850s in the migration known 
as the Great Trek. Their travels on horseback and ox-wagon took place across 
territories in which black South Africans survived off their land and cattle, living 
under their own governance systems. It was this territory which the British 
increasingly occupied, fighting many wars in order to control it, a process called 
colonisation. 

The Great Trek further dispossessed Africans of their land, thereby greatly 
displacing them. For example, some of the Ndebele were displaced from lands 
they had occupied since the time of Mfecane/Difaqane and moved further north 
into what is now Zimbabwe, where they live until today. Through these colonial 
processes, Plaatje’s family was also adversely impacted, which he later wrote of 
in his historical novel Mhudi. 
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         Plaatje the story-teller

Young Solomon enjoyed a tightly-knit family and community, where a doorway 
into storytelling was opened by his grandmother who used to regale them with 
legends and folklore of the Barolong. This seeded in him a love of storytelling, 
and when he was a pupil teacher at school in Pniel he was known for reading 
stories to his schoolmates.

Outside of this context he also sharpened his literacy and storytelling skills 
through reading the Berlin Mission Society’s newsletter, Mahoko a Becoana, to 
the elders in his village. The passion for storytelling and literacy were therefore 
planted in him from an early age. When he worked at a post office, his gifts of 
fluency in both English and Setswana were noticed by a British official who 
gave him an internship as a court interpreter in Mafeking (today’s Mafikeng or, 
correctly, Mahikeng).

In his work as a court interpreter, Plaatje was exposed to two judicial (law) 
systems: that of the Barolong people who held makgotla (judicial gatherings), 
and the western system. The western system was slowly replacing the local 
judicial system and Plaatje was aware of this. 

In 1899 the South African War took place between the two forces, the British
and the Afrikaner. It lasted until 1902 when peace was agreed upon in Vereene-
ging. Early in the war, between 1899 and 1900, a fierce battle for the territory of
Mafeking (known as the Siege of Mafeking) took place between these two colonial
forces. The Barolong fought alongside the British, amongst whom they had lived. 

Plaatje’s venture into writing took place during the Siege while he worked as a 
court interpreter and contributed to local newspapers. He had the responsibility, 
through the court, of writing up reports from some of the Barolong and the 
British spies in the battle, who reported the events of the day back at the court. 
Excerpts of these reports were published anonymously in the English newspaper 
called Mafeking Mail.

This introduction to journalism greatly influenced Plaatje as it showed him 
the ability of the newspaper medium to shape public opinion and bring about 
social change. He published his journals of the war as Mafeking Diary: A Black 
Man’s View of a White Man’s War, a document that would become vital to 
understanding the position of the Batswana during this important period.

During the Siege, while the war was still underway, he left his job as a court 
interpreter to begin editing a Setswana newspaper, Koranta ea Becoana (‘News-
paper for Batswana’). 
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One of his earlier articles in this paper addressed Batswana people directly, asking
them to maintain a love for Setswana language, cultures, and identity. He asked 
them to use Setswana even when the British were teaching them the English 
language and mannerisms, asked them to love their language, pray in it, study it 
and develop it. 

This particular article and its advocacy for Setswana culture greatly impressed an 
important chief of the Batswana, Silas Molema. Molema funded Plaatje’s efforts 
to start an independent newspaper by buying a printing press, which Plaatje 
operated, to publish Tsala ea Becoana (‘Friend of the Batswana’), which was 
published in Setswana. 

         Plaatje the writer-activist

Plaatje not only worked as the editor and writer, but also worked on the layout 
and typesetting. He also travelled to distribute/sell the newspaper, during which
he learnt more about other black South African cultures. He used the newspaper 
to provide a platform for the development of his arguments about the importance
of a people’s culture.

The newspaper later became bilingual, and truly launched Plaatje as an important
writer who would go on to record the political history of South Africa of the time. 
This was groundbreaking because until then history had been recorded by the 
British, who wrote it from their own point of view, always excluding Africans. 
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Figure 2:  
PLAATJE and colleagues at Tsala ea Becoana. Photo courtesy Sol Plaatje Library, Kimberley



In 1909 at the Second Convention of the British and Afrikaners, they negotiated 
for a united South Africa. It was to be a Union of four entities: the Cape and 
Natal provinces ruled by the British, and the Oranje Vry Staat and Transvaal 
ruled by Afrikaners (the Boer republics). This Union came into being in 1910. It 
is an important era in South African history because these two groups created a 
union between themselves, the minority population of the country, completely 
excluding black South Africans, who constituted the majority of the country’s 
population. 

It was during these negotiations that English, and later Afrikaans, was installed 
as the official language of the country, which showed how Plaatje’s advocacy for 
the love, usage, and development of Setswana was prophetic. He reported on 
the horrors and possible consequences of these developments, issuing warnings 
in his newspaper that the Union favoured key foreign players who did not care 
for the rights of  Africans. He saw the Union as a betrayal of hope for a non-racial 
society, and in particular, it was a betrayal of the rights of African people. He was 
adamant that as the majority population of South Africa, black people needed to 
participate in their own governance. 

        Further dispossession

In 1911 the Workers’ Act  was passed, which stipulated that all skilled work had 
to be reserved for white people. In the meantime, new prospects were found in 
the Reef (today’s Witwatersrand in Gauteng) a Boer-controlled territory where 
gold had been discovered in 1886. 

Three factors were a major blow for black South Africans: their devastating loss 
of land to the Boers and the British; their loss of cattle which was their source of 
economic power, due to displacement from grazing lands and cattle theft; and 
the introduction of poll and hut taxes requiring Africans to pay ‘rent’ on the land 
which they lived. These three related factors led to the introduction of a wage 
economy – money – deliberately devised by the white mine owners on the Reef 
who needed cheap African labour. Without money Africans could not afford hut 
tax for their family, and without a job they could not get money. This forced 
them to find paid work in the mines.

These events and processes led to the formation of the South African Native 
National Congress (SANNC) in 1912, by Plaatje and John Dube, Josiah Gumede, 
Pixley ka Isaka Seme, and Saul Msane, an organisation that represented the 
ideals and aspirations of black South Africans to have citizenship, and a free 
and equal society in the country of their birth. The SANNC became the African 
National Congress (ANC) in 1923. 
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For decades Plaatje’s family had been moving around due to having been 
dispossessed of their land. Land was a prime site of conflict then, as it continues 
to be today. In 1913 a fatal blow to black South Africans was dealt though the 
passing of the Native’s Land Act which ultimately, in its development in the 
first half of the twentieth century, gave white colonialists 87% of the land, while 
allocating a mere 13% of the land to the majority population of black people. This 
compelled Plaatje to write about the plight of black South Africans, providing a 
unique documentary of the devastating impact of this act of state racism, in a 
book that he had great difficulty in publishing. 

Plaatje was part of a SANNC delegation that travelled to England in 1914 to 
appeal to the imperial British government to reverse the devastating Land Act. 
He used the unpublished book as a report of the suffering of black people to 
appeal to the morality of the British.

But it was too late – the land was rich in minerals, gold, and diamonds that would 
enrich Britain and assist that country in its agenda for global domination through 
occupation of multiple territories later called the Commonwealth, which included
South Africa. Plaatje stayed in England after the rest of the delegation left, 
struggling to raise funds to support the publication of his book, which he finally 
published in 1916 as Native Life in South Africa.       
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Figure 3:
SOL PLAATJE was born at Pniel Mission Station in 1876, after his family had already 
been displaced by the rush of European industry and settlers to the newly-discovered
diamond fields. This map represents a later South Africa, in the 1910s. The ‘Native
Reserves’ - which formed the basis of apartheid’s bantustans in the 1950s - were first 
established by the Native’s Land Act of 1913, which Plaatje made every effort to
challenge. See below, and on Page 13.



     International pan-Africanist connections

Through his work on newspapers and the authoring of Native Life Plaatje had also 
made contact with the black American activist WEB Du Bois, who invited him
to promote the book in the United States of America and in Canada. Before his 
arrival, the book was advertised in black American newspapers and magazines. 
Plaatje travelled there in 1921 and 1922, in a transformative trip that made black 
Americans aware of the state racism that black South Africans faced in their 
country. Plaatje therefore was one of the first people to participate in what is 
called pan-Africanism, at the time a growing idea among Africans and black 
Americans that they were of the same race bound together by the same forces 
of oppression, and that therefore a common programme of racial upliftment 
was needed. 

In the meantime Plaatje had written another important book, a historical novel 
he called Mhudi: An Epic of South African Native Life a Hundred Years Ago, 
which was an account of the effect the Great Trek and Mfecane/Difaqane had 
on black populations living in the interior of South Africa. The novel draws from 
his beloved Setswana language and the storytelling of his people, for this is how 
he came to know of this history even though some of it was his lived experience. 

He finished writing Mhudi in 1918, but again struggled to find funding to publish 
the book for over a decade. It was finally published in 1930, and has also made its 
mark in literary history as the first novel to be written in English by an African.

Sol Plaatje was probably one of the most brilliant people ever produced by South 
Africa. The political and cultural work he founded and developed continues 
to feed our political debates and cultural imagination. When at the end of the 
nineteenth century a British Cape governor commented that black people of 
this land do not have a literary culture, a sentiment held by many colonizers, 
Plaatje’s work is there to remind us that a literary culture is not only published 
as books, but that the oral traditions of the land are also literary, always there as 
a document of our history, politics, and culture. We must take Plaatje’s cue and 
listen to the wisdom of the elders who hold our history in our languages, and be 
confident to publish those. 

         1.     Janet Remmington, Brian Willan, and Bhekizizwe Peterson, Editors. 2016. Sol  
    Plaatje’s Native Life in South Africa: Past and Present. Wits University Press.

          2.     Willan, Brian. 2018. A Life of Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje 1876-1932. Jacana.

          See Page 9 for more information about SOL PLAATJE’s own writing.
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Uhuru Portia Phalafala (PhD, UCT) is a lecturer in the English department 
at Stellenbosch University. She is an archivist of black cultural production and a
jazz records collector. Her research interests are material cultures, black archives,
anti-apartheid and anti-colonial movements, Cold War-era cultural circuitries, and
black internationalism. She is currently completing her book project on black 
radical traditions from the global South. 

Figure  4:
The entrance to the Sol Plaatje
Museum and Library in Kimberley.
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In the Life of Sol Plaatje

1876
SOL PLAATJE was 

born in Boshof,
near Kimberley,

on 9 October

1880
The family moved to 
Pniel, where he later 

received a mission 
education, including 

piano, violin, and 
singing lessons

1890s
Moved to Kimberley, 

became a telgraph 
messenger for the 

Post Office, and later 
a court interpreter 

for the British

1899-1900
As court interpreter, 
he kept a diary of his 
experiences during 

the Siege of 
Mahikeng

1899 - 1902
The South African 

War was fought 
between between 
the British and the 

Boer Republics (Afri-
kaners) for control of 

southern Africa. 

1900
Left his job as court 
reporter and started 

editing Korante ea 
Becoana

Much has been
written about, and 

many streets, libraries, 
universities and other

institutions, and 
numerous awards 
have been named 

after as well as given 
to SOLOMON  

TSHEKISO PLAATJE,
in recognition 
of his brilliant, 

ground-breaking 
leadership in so 

many areas of South 
African life.

1916
Native Life was

published

1922-4
Invited to USA by 

early pan-Africanist 
thinker WEB du Bois

1930
Mhudi: An Epic of 

South African Native 
Life a Hundred Years 
Ago was published.
Mhudi was the first 

novel by a black 
South African. Plaatje 
is also credited with 
his vision of strong 
female characters

1932
Solomon Tshekiso 

Plaatje died 19 June

1912
The South African 

Native National 
Congress, later ANC, 

was established, 
with Plaatje 
as the first 

Secretary-General

1914
Travelled to Britain 

with the SANNC 
delegation to protest 

the 1913 Land Act

1902
The African People’s 

Organisation - the 
first black liberation

organisation in 
South Africa, was 

established in
Cape Town

early 1900s
Was funded by Chief 

Silas Molema to 
print Setswana-

language newspaper 
Tsala ea Becoana

1910
Britain and the Boer 
Republics - without 
the participation of 
any black people - 

created the Union of 
South Africa

1909
The anti-racist 

NAACP was 
established in the 

USA by black 
Americans
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       Sol Plaatje’s most important publications:

Mafeking Diary: A Black Man’s View Of  A White Man’s War: 
Sol Plaatje’s original handwritten document, ‘Boer War’ Diary Of Sol Plaatje, has now 
been restored, rebound and digitally archived at Wits University. The diary was written 
during the SIEGE OF MAFIKENG, and is the ‘only known surviving document written by 

an African who witnessed the battle’. 1

Mhudi: An Epic Of South African Native Life A Hundred Years’ Ago:
Although not much attention was given to this novel when it was published 
in 1930 – the first novel by a black South African in English – it has since been 
highly praised as being ‘ahead of its time’, among other reasons, for its portray-
al of women at a time when women had few rights, and black women almost 
none. 2  Mhudi tells the story of the Great Trek and Mfecane/ Difaqane, a mo-
mentous period in southern Africa’s history.

Native Life in South Africa:
PLAATJE’s first book resulted from early campaigns against the NATIVES’
LAND ACT of 1913. It narrates his investigative journey into the rural 
areas of South Africa to report on the effects of the Act, aas well as his 
participation in the SANNC delegation to Britain to plead against it. It also 
describes how black peoples’ rights were systematically removed by the 
government of the new UNION OF SOUTH, in collaboration with Britain, 
at the time still at the height of its imperial power.  3

Sechuana Proverbs (1916):
         Contains 732 Setswana proverbs, with translations plus their ‘European equivalents’. 4

1    https://www.Ohioswallow.Com/book/mafeking+diary 
2    https://theconversation.Com/in-its-portrayal-of-women-the-classic-south-african-novel-mhudi-
       was-ahead-of-its-time-151594 
3    The full text of Native Life is available via https://www.sahistory.org.za
4    Starfield, Jane. 1991. The Lore and the Proverbs: Sol Plaatje as Historian. African Studies
       Seminar series. http://hdl.handle.net

Figure  5: 
The cover of a comic book version of Mhudi 
which was produced for young readers by 
SACHED/Ravan Press. 

The sub-title reads: 
Sol Plaatje’s epic tale of love and war 
in the time of Mzilikazi
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Mentioned in the Essay and Film
+

IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER. 
Words in CAPITAL LETTERS are also explained.

Aborigines’ Protection Society (APS):  was an international human rights 
organisation which started in 1837, aiming to ‘protect’ as well as ‘civilise’ indigenous
people who were subjected to colonisation, especially in the colonies of the 
BRITISH EMPIRE. In 1909 it combined with the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society (BFASS) to form the Anti-Slavery And Aborigines’ Protection Society 
(now Anti-Slavery International).

African People’s Organisation (APO):  was established in Cape Town in 
1902 as an anti-racist organisation, initially mainly for ‘coloured’ people, and led 
for many years by Dr Abdullah Abduraghman. The APO influenced black political 
thought and culture for decades after it collapsed in the 1940s.

Barkly, Henry (1815 – 1989):  British politician and Govenor-General of the 
Cape from 1870 till 1877. At other times Barkly was also Governor of Jamaica; 
Victoria (Australia); Guyana (South America), and the island of Mauritius. All of 
these were British colonies at some point.  The towns Barkly West and Barkly 
East are named after him. Barkly’s father was ‘compensated’ £132,000 from the 
imperial British parliament for the emancipation of 4,440 slaves in 1834!!

Barolong:  Setswana-speaking people who live in Botswana and South Africa, found-
ed by King Morolong who reigned around 1240. His descendant King Tau, who ruled 
around 1660, consolidated various groups into the Barolong people who became a 
very strong kingdom. 
    Barolong:  plural of Morolong
    Lekgotla la Barolong:  meeting of Barolong chiefs with their subjects
    Morolong:  a person who belongs to the Barolong nation

British Empire:  between the 16th century and the first half of the 20th century,
including the 70-year reign of Queen Victoria (1819 - 1901), the tiny island of
Britain became the most powerful country in the world. At the height of its 
power, which was built on SLAVERY, Britain ruled India, Australia, Canada, most 
of the Caribbean, and more than half of the African continent, among other parts,
as colonies from which it extracted resources. This is the main reason why English 
has been the dominant international language.  
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Boer Republics:  the Voortrekkers (see GREAT TREK) claimed land mainly in 
the middle, northern, north-eastern and eastern parts of present-day South Afri-
ca after 1835, and established independent republics, the South African Republic 
(ZAR) or Transvaal, and the Orange Free State, in which there was no separation 
between their (Dutch Reformed - NGK)  church and government. Both republics 
were annexed by the British after the SOUTH AFRICAN WAR (1899-1902), and 
later incorporated into the UNION OF SOUTH AFRICA in 1910.

Cape Civil Service:  the organisation whose employees carried out government 
business in the Cape Colony. Government officials are today known as civil servants.

Commonwealth:  when various colonies demanded and won independence 
from the BRITISH EMPIRE, mostly in the mid-1900s, many of them chose to
remain part of a group of former colonies known as the Commonwealth of
Nations (common wealth, supposedly sharing resources), with Britain still the 
most powerful. When Britain criticised the new apartheid policies, especially 
after the Sharpeville Massacre of 1960, the apartheid government unilaterally
cancelled its membership of the Commonwealth in 1961, and declared the
independent Republic of South Africa. During apartheid, 31 May was formerly
a national holiday known as Republic Day.

Colonisation:  is the action or process of invading, settling among, and taking
control over the indigenous people of an area. European colonisation (especially
British) of most the rest of the world was characterised by the destruction of 
indigenous cultures, theft of resources, and the imposition of Western culture 
and Christian values, by means of extreme violence and oppression.

Du Bois, Professor WEB (1868 – 1963):   was an American sociologist,
socialist, historian, civil rights activist, pan-Africanist, writer, and editor. He was 
the first black American to earn a doctorate (from Harvard University), and
became a professor of history, sociology and economics at Atlanta University.
Du Bois was one of the founders of the National Association For The Advance-
ment Of Coloured People (NAACP) in 1909. He wrote against all forms of racism 
in the USA, and included people of colour everywhere, particularly colonised 
Africans and Asians, in his thinking. He was one of the originators (with Marcus 
Mosiah Garvey and others) of the philosophy of Pan-Africanism, and helped to 
organize several Pan-African congresses to fight for the independence of African 
colonies from European powers. Sol Plaatje was inspired by his ideas of black 
unity and resistance.

    In the USA, ‘coloured’ referred to all people of colour, in the same way that  
    the Black Consciousness philosophy of South Africa includes all people of 
    colour in the term ‘black’.  The NAACP is an early foreunner of the Civil 
    Rights- and later the Black Power Movements. It is still active in the USA.
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Gray, Professor Stephen, (1941 - 2020):  was a prolific poet, writer,
editor, literary scholar and critic, whose reprinting of Mhudi in 1978 helped to 
revive interest in SOL PLAATJE. 

Great Trek:  was the emigration of thousands of Afrikaner (Boer) families away 
from the Cape Colony between 1835 and the early 1840s. The Trek (journey) was, 
especially, a reaction against the ending of slavery in 1834 by the British govern-
ment which had finally taken the Cape from Holland in 1806. The Voortrekkers 
(those who ‘go in front’) trekked across the interior of southern Africa and colonised
land which they claimed was ‘empty’. Their Great Trek - as ‘pioneers in the
wilderness’ - is the central symbol of traditional Afrikaner culture.

Historical novel:  a novel (fictional story) set in a particular period of history, 
and which attempts to convey realistically the spirit, manners, and social
conditions of a past age.

Lekgotla la Barolong: see Barolong

MAP on Page 2:  Apartheid South Africa was divided into only four provinces, 
plus various bantustans (‘homelands’) where black people were supposed to 
live based on their mother-tongues and ethnic groups, under the Natives’ Land 
Acts of 1913 and 1936. In the 1960s and 1970s, more than 3.5 million black, 
‘coloured’ and Indian South Africans were forcibly removed from their homes 
under apartheid’s notorious Group Areas Act (1950), and dumped in bantustans 
and newly-created ‘townships’ in the middle of nowhere.

Matjila, Professor Daniel:  is head of the department of African Languages 
at the University Of South Africa (UNISA). He specialises in African Literature 
and Cultural Studies, and has written extensively on Sol Plaatje, among other 
important figures and aspects of Tswana language and culture. 

Mfecane (Nguni languages – the ‘crushing’) / Difaqane (Sotho lan-
guages -  the ‘scattering’):  (forced dispersal, forced migration), was a 
period of widespread chaos and warfare among indigenous ethnic groups in 
southern Africa during the period between 1750 and about 1850. It suited apart-
heid-era historians to blame the violence on Shaka Zulu, but progressive histori-
ans cite raids by slave traders out of the Cape Colony and the Portuguese colony 
at today’s Maputo, combined with a severe drought, skirmishes over land and 
water, and control of trade routes, as the main causes of the upheaval. 
         The movement of people – which started long before Shaka’s time - caused war-
fare and domination of some groups over others in new areas; consolidation of smaller
groups into new ‘nations’, eg the Ndebele (led by MZILIKAZI); and the creation of 
states such as today’s Lesotho (under King Moshoeshoe 1). Although the Mfecane 
caused a decrease in the population of the eastern part of southern Africa, the land 
was never ‘empty’ as claimed by the Voortrekkers (see GREAT TREK).
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Mogodi, Selogilwe (1836-1881):  was Sol Plaatje’s grandfather,  but his employer, 
the Boer farmer Groenewald, nicknamed him Plaatje (photo-plate, ie ‘picture’) 
in 1856, and the family started using this as a surname. His grandmother was known 
as Ma Magriet. Plaatje’s parents Johannes and Martha were Christians, and worked 
for missionaries at mission stations in the north-west area. When Solomon was four, 
the family moved to PNIEL near Kimberley in the Cape Colony, to work for a German 
missionary whose wife taught Plaatje the violin and piano. His schooling started at 
the mission school at Pniel.

Mokae, Sabata-Mpho:  is an academic, novelist and translator who has won
numerous awards for his writing, which includes a biography of Sol Plaatje, and
currently teaches creative writing at the Sol Plaatje University in Kimberley. 

Molefe, Professor Rodgers Keteng:  foremost scholar of medical anthropology 
who was based in Gaborone Botswana. He wrote the ground-breaking book ‘A Medical 
History of Botswana, 1885 - 1966’, published by the Botswana Society, Gaborone.

Molema, Chief (Dr) Silas Modiri (1891 – 1965):  whose father was a   
member of the Barolong royal family, was born near Mafeking (correctly, Ma-
hikeng). He matriculated at the famous Lovedale Institution in the Eastern Cape, 
and became a teacher near Kimberley until 1914 when he was admitted into the 
medical school of Glasgow University, Scotland. Dr Molema became National 
Secretary of the ANC in 1949, and was a member of various committees, includ-
ing one involved in the process of former Bechuanaland becoming independent 
Botswana. He wrote several important books on black South Africans in general, 
and Batswana people specifically. 1

Morolong:  see Barolong 

Natives’ Land Acts, 1913 and 1936:  land dispossession in southern Africa 
started in the 17th century with the arrival of the first colonial invaders, the Dutch. 
Over time, laws were introduced by both the Afrikaners (indigenised Dutch), and the 
British, to dispossess black people whilst consolidating white settlement. One of the 
important pieces of legislation was the 1894 Glen Grey Act, which redivided and
dispossessed Abathembu (isiXhosa-speakers) land in the Glen Grey area of the 
‘Transkei’. The main driver of the Glen Grey Act was the infamous Cecil John Rhodes, 
who used it as the basis for the 1913 Natives’ Land Act. 
         The Natives’ Land Act (1913) initially allocated the vast majority of South African 
land (93%!) to the tiny minority of white colonial settlers. Black South Africans were 
allowed to own land only in areas historically populated by different ethnic groups, 
ie the Act laid down the foundation for ‘separate development’ through the deve-
lopment of bantustans, or ‘homelands’ (see MAP above, and on Page 2). The 1936 
Natives’ Land Act was a slight amendment of the 1913 Act.  Continued over ...

1    https://www.Sahistory.Org.Za/people/dr-silas-modiri-molema
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         SOL PLAATJE travelled around the country on a bicycle collecting information 
about how the Natives’ Land Act impacted black people, and wrote, ‘I have become a 
pariah (outcast) in the land of my birth’. His book Native Life In South Africa (see Page 
9) was written in protest against the Land Act. Mahatma Gandhi marched in protest 
against the Act; the AFRICAN PEOPLE’S ORGANIZATION (APO) also spoke strongly 
against it. 1
        ‘NATIVE’ simply means ‘indigenous to a place’. However, from early colonial times 
and during apartheid, it was used as a derogatory term to refer to black southern 
Africans.

Non-fiction:  is any publication that sincerely tries to truthfully and accurately
present facts regarding information, events, or people. It can be objective or 
subjective. In recent times, due to technology, it is often very difficult to tell the 
difference between fiction (imagination) and non-fiction (reality).

Peace of Vereeniging 1902:  the Treaty of Vereeniging was a peace agree-
ment signed by Britain and the BOER REPUBLICS on 31 may 1902, that ended 
the SOUTH AFRICAN WAR between them.  Victorious Britain annexed the
republics and later (1910) established the UNION OF SOUTH AFRICA. 

Pniel (see MAP):  was a Christian mission station established in 1845 by the
Berlin Missionary Society (German Lutheran), situated on the Vaal River in the 
area between today’s Barkly West (see BARKLY) and Kimberly in the Free State. 
It included a school (where Plaatje’s formal education began), a magistrate’s 
court, and a prison. Most indigenous people in the area at the time, were
Koranna (today classified as ‘coloured’). Not to be confused with Pniel in the 
Western Cape.

Second Convention of British and Afrikaners (1909):  was a constitu-
tional convention held in Durban, then Cape Town, then Bloemfontein which led 
to the creation of the UNION OF SOUTH AFRICA, combining the four colonies
 – the Cape Colony, Natal Colony, the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal 
Colony (the last two former BOER REPUBLICS annexed by Britain in 1902). The 
Convention was held behind closed doors, and delegates - all men, all white - 
decided on a constitution which ruled South Africa until 1961, when the apartheid
government took South Africa out of the British COMMONWEALTH.

Segregation:   means to set someone or something apart from others. During 
colonisation of southern Africa, and especially during apartheid, black people of 
all colours were separated from european/ white people by various laws which 
advantaged white people at the expense of the human rights of people of colour.

1    www.Archiveshub.Ac.Uk
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Setswana:  is spoken by more than 8 million people in Botswana and the 
north-western areas of  South Africa, and closely related to Northern Sotho
(Sepedi) and Southern Sotho (Sesotho) languages. Pretoria Sotho is a partially-
slang, urbanised variety of Setswana unique to the Pretoria City area. Tswana 
culture includes BaKgatla, Barolong, BaKwena, BaTlhaping, BaHurutshe, BaFo-
keng, BaTlokwa, BaTaung, BaKgatla and BaPo groups of people, among others, 
whose written language remains the same. Small numbers of Setswana speakers 
also live in Zimbabwe and Namibia.
         Batswana:  Setswana-speaking people. It also refers to citizens of
         independent Botswana. 

Siege of Mafikeng (1899 – 1902):  a siege battle which lasted for 217 days 
from October 1899 to May 1900 around the town of Mafeking (now called
Mahikeng, North-West Province). See SOUTH AFRICAN WAR. 
         The British commander Baden-Powell (who also created the Boy Scouts) had 
chosen Mahikeng to store supplies for his forces due to its location and resources,
even though it was isolated and close to Boer-controlled areas. Boer guerillas 
were easily able to surround the town and prevent any movement in or out, even 
of water and food supplies. It was a desperate situation for the people besieged 
inside the town, including the twenty-three year-old SOL PLAATJE, who had 
been working there as a court interpreter. He was therefore able to observe
and write about it firsthand in his book Mafeking Diary.

Slavery:  people have been enslaved through the course of human history. 
Arguably the worst form of slavery, however, was the capture and enslavement 
of tens of millions of mostly young and healthy Africans who were transported 
across the Atlantic Ocean (the Atlantic Slave Trade/ the Triangular Trade) to en-
rich owners of sugar and cotton plantations in the Americas, and politicians and 
factory owners in Europe, especially Spain, Portugal and most of all, Britain. 
         What many people do not realise is that, at the very same time, enslaved 
people from many different parts (see MAP on the next page) were being taken to 
the Cape Colony, where they built the city of Cape Town and developed the wine 
farms which allowed Dutch and British settlers to become rich. The majority of 
Cape Town’s population are descended from slaves. Cape Town was the centre of 
the European trade in human beings!  Also see Saapp films in this series, Ghoema 
Rhythms and Robbie Jansen: Jazz Musician.

South African Native National Congress (SANNC):   was formed by
middle-class intellectuals in Bloemfontein in 1912, in response to the exclusion 
of black, ‘coloured’ and Indian people from the government of the UNION OF 
SOUTH AFRICA, and changed its name to the African National Congress (ANC) 
in 1923. SOL PLAATJE was the first Secretary-General of the SANNC.
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MAP OF SLAVE TRADE

South African War (1899 – 1902):  formerly called Boer War, Second Boer 
War, or Anglo-Boer War, between Great Britain and the two BOER (Afrikaner) 
REPUBLICS, the South African Republic (ZAR – Transvaal) and the Orange Free 
State. Britain had wanted access to the newly-discovered diamond- (1860) and 
gold-fields (1886). It had far more soldiers and resources, but Boer soldiers’ 
tactics of guerilla warfare  – the first – managed to hold the British army at bay 
for four years. Many Boer women and children starved to death in concentration 
camps created by the British. Black South Africans were caught between the two 
and many fought for one side or the other. Many were killed, or imprisoned in 
British concentration camps that were separate from those where (white) Boer 
families were incarcerated. This segregation was long before official apartheid.

Subjugation:  is the action of bringing someone or something under domina-
tion or control, by force. Subjugation of indigenous people was the main tactic 
used by colonisers to seize the land and its resources, wherever they went.

Union of South Africa (1910):  see SECOND CONVENTION.  

Willan, Professor Brian:  won the award for best non-fiction biography for his 
book titled Sol Plaatje: A Life Of Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje 1876-1932, at the 2020 
5th annual Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) awards (academic). SABATA- 
MPHO MOKAE describes the book as ‘... as detailed as it is beautifully written in
accessible language.’

Figure 6:
Between the 15th and the 19th centuries, millions of Africans were taken across the Atlantic Ocean in
the Triangular Trade (Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade) by European merchants who became astonishingly
wealthy through trading in human beings, stripping large parts of Africa of young and strong people.
At the very same time, people living around the Indian Ocean, including some Africans, were cap-
tured and taken to the growing Cape Colony, where they too created vast wealth for European 
merchants and settlers. Cape Town - built by slaves - was the link between the Atlantic and the 
Indian Ocean trades by European invaders, in indigenous peoples subjugated by bribery, brain-
washing, and simple force. This trade in humans is the basis of Western ‘civilisation’.
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Figure 7:
SOL PLAATJE before he died in 1932. His health had suffered as a result of the Spanish
Flu epidemic in 1918, and he eventually died of pneumonia. In the years before he passed
he had been a strong advocate of teetotalism (non-drinking), in yet another example of
his prescient vision as he realised the detrimental effects of alcohol on black and poor 
communities in particular. Alcohol-fuelled violence remains a scourge in South Africa
which has among the highest global rates of violence and of alcoholism.

Worker’s Act:  the Mines And Work Act was a law originally passed in 1911 and 
amended several times until 1959. It was known as the ‘Colour Bar’, because it 
officially reserved certain jobs for whites only, long before apartheid legislation 
started being introduced in 1948. The term ‘colour bar’ mainly refers to a group 
of labour practices, informal trade union practices, government regulations, and 
legislation, all of which were developed over time to prevent black people from 
competing with white people for certain categories of jobs. 
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Solomon Tshekiso Plaatje
9 October 1876 - 19 June 1932

Below is a word-for-word TRANSCRIPT of the film. It is there to 

enable you to PREPARE SCREENINGS by watching the film and 

using the script to mark down TIMING of points where you might 

like to pause, or even to mark the beginning and end points of 

SHORTER SECTIONS you might like to use in class or in a

workshop.

        See further Guide 

        - H O W   T O   U S E   F I L M S -

       on www.artubuntu.org

   Cultural Identity

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  SOLOMON TSHEKISO PLAATJE was a Morolong man.
I emphasise Morolong because that is the identity that he carried around. 
He was not just an African man, he was not just a South African man, he 
carried a cultural identity as well.

Rodgers Keteng Molefe:  His people in Nkumankoane were in that area; it  
        was a wooded area so they had easy access to firewood, to repair the ox-  
        wagons, the main mode of transport at the time. And this is the area where
        most Boers coming from South Africa would locate to, because they are  
        selling spares.

Daniel Sekepe Matjila:  They actually did have a very close relationship with
the Khoesan. They lived together, they were very close, in most instances 
some of the Barolong people even married the Khoesan people. Plaatje’s 
father, whose name was Kushmane, he was actually a very good friend 
with them. And then sometimes they would actually tease each other 
and say:’Hey you plaatje, plaatje, kom hierso, plik plaatje’.
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And that’s where the name started, Plaatje, because their real name was 
actually Mogodi and not Plaatje. Now they started calling him Plaatje and
now it became a name like that, and then even Kushmane children were 
now called Plaatjes, Plaatje, which is how the name Plaatje, actually 
comes from.

        Sol Plaatje’s Name & Its Meanings

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  Some biographers are saying that when his mother was
expecting him she already had a few boy children and she was hoping for a 
girl child, and when this child came it was another boy.

Daniel Sekepe Matjila:  Looking at this beautiful baby, but she was dis-
appointed that it was actually a boy and then she said, when she was 
sleeping that night she actually saw a vision. And she was a very religious 
person, she was a Christian. And then she says in that vision she, God was 
actually talking to her: ‘You really have to be happy about this baby, 
because you have got six babies but this one is actually a very special baby, 
this is going to be one of the wisest, that South Africa ever had’. That is why 
they gave, the first name that was given to him was ‘Solomon’, from the 
biblical Solomon, maybe he will be as wise as Solomon.

But another name that was given to him was ‘Tshekiso’. Tshekiso according to 
Modiri Molema is repentance. It is about telling God, ‘I am sorry I judged you’. 
It’s about telling God that I would actually like to withdraw my words and my 
feelings about this child, and I accept whatever you have given me.’ That is 
where Tshekiso comes from.

Rodgers Keteng Molefe:  ‘Tseko’ is a trial. Tsekiso is something that has to do
with a kgotla where decisions are made by men. So ‘tseko’ means trial, 
‘tsekiso’ has something to do with a trial and his father might have been 
either a headman or a ward head which gives him the role to play in 
society to know that he will take his father’s place. These are some of the 
expectations of society.  A name like Mahotsa Kgotla for example... the 
one who makes fire by the kgotla and then the old guys come to make 
decisions, then he can now go to herd the cattle or go to school. First of all, 
prepare the place for a big meeting. It’s like ‘clerk of parliament’, something 
like that. So tsekiso had a role.

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  You could also look at another meaning of this name, 
coming from kgoseka meaning ‘to brighten the place’, to brighten, and his 
name would mean ‘the one who brightens up the space’, tshekisa from the 
word kgoseka.
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Rodgers Keteng Molefe:  It is all of that, because then he goes from the role of
making fire by the kgotla, to finding knowledge to bring to the kgotla for the 
new society. It starts from home, it’s an expectation, it’s a role that is thrust 
on him and he must carry it throughout his life.

        Youth & Upbringing

Steven Gray:  I must tell you I’ve discovered a terrible statement, in the year of 
his birth, by the Governor-General of the Cape and expanding into Natal, the 
English-speaking British South Africans, ‘The heathens have no literature and 
we must supply it for them’.

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  Sol Plaatje was a storyteller. When he was young, one
of the senior members of his family Ma Magriet used to sit around the 
fire and tell stories, narrate stories to the children and the grand-children, 
and Sol Plaatje was one of them.

Brian Willan:  Memories authored by Modiri Molema, who he knew him very well
from an early age as a very young man, he was a pupil-teacher at a school 
in Pniel near Barclay West, he used to read stories to the boys and girls at 
school. From an early age he developed the skills of a story-teller.

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  At the Berlin Mission school at Pniel, he used to read 
         the London Missionary Society’s newspaper DiTshaba to the elderly men
        in the village.

        Laws & Legal System

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  Plaatje as a young man he was very hopeful, he was 
full of energy. When he started working at the Kimberley Post Office he 
was this young man who had big dreams. He was taken under the wing by 
Bati Mbele who introduced him to the concept of court interpreting, which 
became his career for a brief period.

Brian Willan:  Unless you were a minister of religion, being a court interpreter as an
African at that time was probably regarded as being one of the best jobs that 
were open to you, so I think he certainly had an interest in that from an 
early age, and he avidly read everything in Imvo zaBantsundu, the Xhosa-
language newspaper. He also read the Diamondfields Advertiser, and the 
Cape newspapers, so I think it’s clear that from an early age he developed a 
fascination with the law and he became very very familiar with the workings 
of the Cape legal system.
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Sabata-Mpho Mokae: At the time that Plaatje was in Mafikeng he was
exposed to two systems of justice. He was exposed to the western one
when he was interpreting at the court, and at the same time he was allowed
to sit in in the kgotla Barolong ke Tsedi, even though he came from another 
house in the Barolong, so he witnessed the two. 

He saw one of them collapse, the traditional one, the Barolong one, and
he saw the other one being sustained, through time. He saw the white man’s 
justice, he saw the black man’s justice. Throughout his life he was an African 
Englishman, he was a black Englishman. He lived as an African in a society in 
which what was white was acceptable, was civilised and so forth.

        Writing Career

Brian Willan:  He started his writing career or his public writing career during the 
Siege of Mafikeng where he was working as a court interpreter and did 
some effective intelligence work for a man named Charles Bell who was the 
magistrate at the Siege, and what he used to do was write up the reports 
of spies and African runners who came into Mafikeng through the Boer 
lines. Some of these reports or extracts were then published, those parts 
of them that were not giving any sort, away secrets in some sort of way, 
some of them were then published in the local newspaper Mafeking Mail 
which had a special Siege edition.  
  
Plaatje’s name was not attached to them but it is clear where they came 
from, so I think that was the beginning of his public writing career as it were,
and I think the experience was certainly one of the things which encouraged
him to take up journalism as a career in its own right.

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  But of course he wasn’t just writing for the sake of
writing. He wrote because writing ignited change. He wrote because he was 
advocating for the equality of races, for the acknowledgement of his people 
as equal citizens in this country; he wrote because he was worried that his 
language was facing extinction.

Rodgers Keteng Molefe:  He also became the first editor of the Setswana
newspaper in 1898. Something that he published there about language. 
And then he was actually talking to Batswana themselves, telling that it 
is important for them to love their languages, to use their languages. 
Because if they don’t do that, if they don’t speak in their languages, if 
they don’t pray in their languages, if they don’t study their languages, if 
their don’t develop their languages, there’ll definitely be a big problem in 
the future.
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Brian Willan:   In 1902 when he left the Cape civil service and which employed him
as a court interpreter, and he got together with a man named Silas 
Molema who was a very well-known prominent Barolong headman, 
who was convinced of the value of what Plaatje was proposing and
essentially put up the money to fund a newspaper. Initially it was 
Setswana only, but after a year or so it developed into a bi-lingual 
publication, Setswana and English, and that developed into a model
for the rest of his career. 

So first of all there was Koranta ea Becoana which lasted until 1908, and 
then Tsala ea Becoana and then Tsala ea Batho, and these were independent 
African newspapers which were, as it were, beholden to nobody and gave 
Plaatje exactly the platform he wanted, which enabled him to express his 
views, argue his case for the Tswana in particular and more generally for 
African people as a whole in southern Africa, at a time when there were 
all sorts of political developments taking place.

Rodgers Keteng Molefe:  It was 1909. During the, it was actually the Second
Convention of the British and the Afrikaners, because the negotiations for 
a Union of South Africa, started after the Peace of Vereeniging started 
in 1902. So they decided that maybe the white people in this country need
to come together, because there have been so many conflicts. 

Now when the Union of South Africa was formed in 1910, even before that, 
Plaatje actually wrote in his newspapers, warning everybody, warning the 
English, warning the black people, warning everybody that, a Union of South 
Africa is not in fact a Union, other people are actually being amalgamated  
into others. That the Afrikaans-speaking people are actually taking the 
English people into their fold. Because all the laws that will be formed in the 
Union of South Africa will actually favour the National Party or the Afrikaner 
Nationalists. He wrote that. 

And then in 1911 when the Works Act was actually promulgated, this was one
of the first acts that was actually promulgated by the Union of South Africa,
where it was also stated, that all skilled works were actually reserved for 
white people. And from there when Afrikaans and English now became the
official language. Dutch was also dropped as one of the official languages.
And then he also warned, especially the Union Government, even then, that 
it is actually not going to be of any use when the majority of the people do 
not participate in their own government.
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Brian Willan:  For those who are interested in going back to a record of a
response to their circumstances and what was going on around them, those 
newspapers are absolutely vital to anybody seeking to write African 
political history or in particular, Tswana social and political history as well, 
so they’re an absolutely vital source of information. So Plaatje emerged as 
one of the most articulate voices with his newspapers at this time. 

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  When the South African Native National Congress was
founded in 1912, there were these ideals of a free society, there were these 
ideals that Sol Plaatje, John Dube and others were holding dear.

       The Native Life Of South Africa

Sabata-Mpho Mokae:  His family moved around because of a lack of land, 
where the family did not have anywhere to stay in the country of their birth 
informed his pursuit for justice. The opening line in Native Life in South Africa,
where he spoke about a South African native waking up as a ‘pariah in the 
land of (his) birth’.

Brian Willan: I think Plaatje was extraordinarily important in the way that he 
         brought the case of black South Africans to a wider audience.

Rodgers Keteng Molefe: Lefatshe is very, very important, land is very very
important to the people all over the world. But lefatshe is also very very
important to South Africans, as well. One of the issues why Plaatje wanted to
write a book based on lefatshe, based on land, was the fact that, immediately
after the Union Government came into power, they decided to promulgate 
an Act that took 87% of the land from the African people, in South Africa, 
and give it to white people. 

 
And black people only remained with 13%, and then you can just imagine 
the frustration. It actually changed our lifestyle, it also changed our vision, 
it also changed our aspirations, and then it also changed our way of life. 
Because our life depended on land, it is for this reason that he actually 
became a leader of that delegation, the first delegation that went to 
England.

Brian Willan:  The other members - there were four other members of the
deputation - they returned to South Africa shortly at the outbreak of the 
First World War in August 1914. Plaatje decided to stay on although he was 
actually requested to return. He felt that it would be crazy to return at that 
point and to give up simply on the grounds that a war had broken out, to 
give up on the opportunity to bringing their case to the British people.
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Brian Willan:  What he argued very strongly at hundreds of meetings that
he went to was that once victory was achieved then it will be an obligation 
upon if not the imperial government, but the British people, to do all that
they could, to ensure that justice was achieved, that the pieces of legislation,
the Natives’ Land Act of 1913, were reversed, were not implemented, but
of course they weren’t, it was a virtually impossible task and that did not 
take place. 

The publication of Native Life in SA was an amazing achievement under the 
circumstances; not only to have written the book, but to have raised the 
money to support himself while he was living in England during the First 
World War, then to have raised the money to publish the book - because 
that’s what he had to do, to raise the money to pay the printer to get 
the book out - and then to defeat a whole lot of people who actually were 
trying to prevent the book from being published, in London as well as in SA. 

In London in particular, the Aboriginees Protection Society which really 
took the view that segregation, which is what he was very strongly opposed 
to at the time, was actually a positive way forward for black South Africans 
at the time. Plaatje of course was totally opposed to that point-of-view.    
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Figure 9:
In response to the imposition of the
Native Land Act of 1913, PLAATJE
cycled extensively around rural areas, 
mainly in the then-Orange Free State, 
to investigate its effects on the pop-
ulation. In this photograph he raises 
his pass book (dompas), the document 
which determined the lives of black 
men and women until the Pass Laws 
were lifted in the mid-1980s. 
Photograph sourced from 
www.theheritageportal.co.za
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