
The government then deposed Makwena Matlala as Chieftainess and later 

banished her to Temba in Hammanskraal, and later to King Williamstown.  Joel 

Matlala was appointed by the government as the acting chief, sparking a revolt 

among local people supported by Makongrese (ANC members). They attacked 

and killed a number of traditional chiefs, including the newly appointed acting 

chief, Joel Matlala.  

Subsequently, several other people were arrested and tried, a move which ignited 

more protests by local people. In an attempt to suppress the rising tide of discontent, 

the government removed and banished over 50 people who were identified as 

supporters of Makwena Matlala. Justification given for their banishment was 

that their presence in the area was ‘hostile to peace.’, and this opposition and 

resistance was considered by the state as a threat towards bringing rural areas 

under its control. 

Banished community members were relocated/ banished to areas far away from 

their homes in other parts of the country. Most of the banished people from Ga-

Matlala were sent to remote areas in the Eastern Cape and Natal. In these areas 
they were physically, linguistically and culturally separated from their families 
and community. In some cases, separated families left their homes and joined the 

banished family members in order to support them through their ordeal.  

There were also occasions where the entire family would be banished, like the 

Jeremiah Moraka, a counsellor to Mme Makwena Matlala who was banished from 

Ga-Matlala together with his wife and child. Another child to the Moraka family was 

born while they were in banishment. 

The families who were banished suffered because of their separation from their 

communities and their families were torn apart. In the case of the Moraka family, 

his wife could not deal with the severe conditions of banishment and suffered 

a temporal mental breakdown, took the children and left behind his husband 

uncertain of the fate of his family. 

Children were not spared the state’s wrath in dealing with those who opposed its 

policies. Tlou Matlala, the son of Makwena Matlala, was banished at the age of 

twelve on 11 June 1952. Other family members who were banished never returned. 

Piet Mabukela, who was banished from the Ga-Matlala location to Castle Rock, 

Mount Fletcher in the Cape on 28 July 1952, died in banishment - as did Morris 

Ranoto, who was banished to Lower Umfolozi District, Natal in January 1955. 

The state also attempted to recruit some of the banished people to work as their 

agents. Maema Matlala, a relative of the Royal family, who had also served in East 

Africa during World War I, and Klaas Matlala both refused to betray their people 

and rejected offers by the state.  

In 1952, the Native Commissioner appointed Alfred Mafura Matlala, one of the 

sons of Kgoshi Sekgoari Matlala, as acting chief. Even though he was initially 

opposed to the betterment policies of the government, he took the offer and began 

implementing sections of the Bantu Authorities Act such as the formation of a 

Tribal Authority for the Ga-Matlala people. This sparked more resistance from 

local people opposed to betterment, and by the late 1950s, the ANC became 

stronger in the area as local struggles became linked with the Defiance Campaign 

protests against unjust pass laws and Bantu Education.  

The impact of the Ga-Matlala revolt against the government increased the level 

of political consciousness in the area. But the heavy crackdowns on revolutionists 

by the state and the support the government received from some members of the 

community eventually broke the resistance. The division among the community 

also enabled the government to easily deal with the opposition and was able to 

eventually bring a portion of Ga-Matlala under the betterment scheme.

When the government was satisfied of the stability in the area and that those 

previously banished were no longer a threat, they were then allowed to return 

between 1963 and 1965.

Makwena Matlala also returned during this period and was restored to her position 

as Regent Chieftainess. She held this position between 1966 and 1968 in order 

to give her son time to attend a school for chiefs. However, the government still 

considered her a threat and she was not allowed to speak at the ‘Kgoro’ for six 

months.  

In 1968, Mpau Tlou Matlala became the chief in Ga-Matlala.  He was bitterly 

opposed to the Apartheid government particularly because of its harsh treatment 

to his mother Makwena Matlala. He also punished local people who supported the 

government policies. His marriage to Matlou, a member of the ANC, increased the 

state’s contempt for his chieftaincy. 

Consequently, Mpau was arrested and imprisoned for defiance to the government. 

The government’s attempts to silence opposition also drove the network of 

Makongrese (ANC revolutionists) underground, from where they recruited people 

to join the armed struggle. 

BIOGRAPHY OF MME MAKWENA MATLALA

Mme Makwena Matlala’s unyielding opposition to the unpopular policy, referred 

to as the ‘betterment scheme’ and her refusal to betray her people made her a 

targeted enemy of the apartheid government. When she refused to cooperate the 

government in the implementation of the ‘betterment scheme’ in 1949, she was 

deposed as the chieftainess by the Native Affairs Department (NAD) and by the 

early 50s, Percy Carmichael Tweedie, the Chief Native Commissioner had begun 

to persuade the government for Makwena Matlala’s banishment.

Some of the  reasons cited by the government for her banishment included her 

refusal to convene meetings when requested by the government officials and 

sabotaging any other programme as initiated by the government. She was then 

summoned to Pietersburg (Polokwane) and informed of her banishment to Temba 

in Hamanskraal near Pretoria. Makwena became the first woman to be banished 

by the apartheid state. 

Makwena resisted the banishment and stated: “I, Makwena, will not go and stay in 

a house that I did not build, a house that I did not labour on… and I will not leave 

my own house. Above all, I do not intend to move from my home, as I have never 

been out of Matlala’s Reserve before.” She even hired a lawyer to represent to 

challenge her removal from the chieftaincy, and to delay the execution of her 

banishment order.  

Mme Matlala left her community on the 3rd October 1950 and went to live in 

Atteridgeville in Pretoria instead of Temba in Hamanskraal.  She received support 
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MISSION
SAHRA’s mission in fulfilling its mandate is to promote social cohesion in 

South Africa by:

• identifying, conserving and managing heritage resources in South Africa so 

that they can contribute to socio-economic development and nation building;

• developing norms, standards and charters for the management of heritage 

resources in South Africa and codes of international best practices; and 

• contributing to skills and knowledge production and transformation in heritage 

resources management in South Africa and beyond.

BACKGROUND

Banishment was one of many methods used by colonial and apartheid governments 

to silence opponents who were opposed to their policies. Two years after the 

National Party (NP) seized power in 1948, it began using banishment as a tool 

of punishment against its political opponents. According to Helen Joseph, who 

visited banished people across the country, it was from 1950 onwards that the 

apartheid government began using banishment extensively. And within a space 

of 12 years, more than 120 African men and women had been banished for their 

opposition to an authority which they believed was unjust. After publishing about 

the plight of banished people Joseph was placed under house arrest.

In 1951 Dr Hendrik Verwoerd was appointed as the Minister of Native Affairs in 

South Africa and he masterminded the enactment of the Bantu Authorities Act No 

68 in 1951. The Act was aimed at reorganizing reserves according to traditional 

authorities which would be submissive to the government. In essence it was a 

system of indirect rule through which legitimate chiefs were turned into vehicles 

for effecting policies of the apartheid state. Those chiefs who refused to cooperate 

by not implementing government policies were viewed as ‘trouble makers’ and 

would be removed.

Although betterment policies had been in existence since the 1930s, they gained 

momentum when the National Party -led government began implementing the 

so-called ‘betterment schemes’. This policy sought to regulate land use patterns 

and reshape the economic landscape of rural African villages under the guise of 

betterment or development.” Through this policy, the government also sought to 

bring rural African people firmly under its control. Hendrik Verwoerd became the 

driving force behind the implementation of both policies and in dealing with those 

who were opposed to it.

Under the so called ‘betterment scheme’, the African people were forced to reduce 

the number of livestock through culling, and to reduce land for grazing livestock 

and cultivating crops owned by each family. Protests by African people affected 

by betterment policies were largely ignored. Traditional leaders who refused to 

cooperate with the government were dismissed from their chieftaincy, and new 

ones who were more willing to collaborate with the state were installed. 

All these factors ignited rural resistance, which took the form of uprisings across 

a number of places such as Sekhukhune, Mpondoland, Witsieshoek and Zeerust. 

Chiefs imposed by the government were deposed and their sympathisers 

attacked. Historian Nigel Worden says “many chiefs forfeited local recognition of 

their powers and their appointment by the government undermined their authority”

BETTERMENT, RESISTANCE AND BANISHMENT IN GA-MATLALA

In 1936 the government passed the Native Trust and Land Act which enabled 

the government to purchase more land in order to increase reserves allocated 

to African people. Money to accomplish this was raised from government grants, 

license fees and fines among other sources.

The Ga-Matlala Trust Area was bought in 1937 to 1938 and consisted of a series 

of farms such as the Prospect, Cloetsedam, Wingfield, Pinkie, Lucy’s Own, 

Ambergate, Postchaslaagte, Comfort, Juno, Schaffhausen, Sour Apple Tree, 

Ripley, Kordon and Vlakfontien. 

Even though the betterment schemes had been introduced in 1939, it is around 

1943 that the government began to enforce the policy by forcing people to accept it 

in their areas. This pressure became the basis for contention and rural resistance 

in the Ga-Matlala area, after Kgoshi Sekgoari Matlala accepted betterment of the 

Ga-Matlala Trust Farms in 1944 and there was open revolt.

When Chief Sekgwari Matlala died in 1945, he was succeeded by his wife Makwena 

Matlala, who was appointed as a regent chief in 1948. The following year, when 

the government began to enforce the implementation of the betterment scheme in 

the Ga-Matlala area, Makwena refused to accept the betterment scheme. 

The local people with the assistance of members of the African National Congress 

(ANC); also began mobilizing opposition to the government’s plans. Some 

members of the party who sat in Makwena Matlala’s council of advisors played a 

critical role in assisting the chief in her resistance to betterment. 

from several of her supporters who worked as migrant workers at ISCOR, a steel 

producing company.

Meanwhile in Ga-Matlala, Joel Matlala became acting chief and when the new 

chief was killed, the police arrested Makwena Matlala in Pretoria on suspicion that 

she was involved in his murder. She was detained, assaulted and ripped off her 

clothes as a way of humiliating her. She was then transported back to Pietersburg, 

where she was charged with incitement and fined £100; which her supporters 

raised and paid. The Chief Native Commissioner sent her back to banishment in 

Pelindaba Township.  

The apartheid government still feared her presence and influence, hence, she was 

then banished to Zwelitsha Native Reserve in the district of King Williamstown in 

the Cape Province in 1951. She was given an empty house with little food, and for 

twelve days had no support from the government. She only received assistance 

from people working on the roads, some of whom came from Ga-Matlala. 

In 1962, she was visited by Helen Joseph as part of her campaign to highlight the 

plight of people banished by the apartheid government .Helen described Mme 
Matlala as a woman who carried herself with dignity and as a chieftainess, despite 

her life of ‘poverty’ in a ‘scantily furnished tiny room. 

In 1965, Makwena Matlala and her son were allowed to return to Ga-Matlala, 

although her banishment order was withdrawn only on 9 February 1966. Mme 

Matlala’s contribution to the struggle against apartheid rule and land dispossession 

makes her an important icon of resistance and struggle for justice and democracy. 
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