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RAISING PRIVATE MTOLO

FOR 67 days Private Sikaniso
Mtolo’s body drifted on the
currents that swept through the
English Channel. The sea
through which Mtolo’s corpse
passed was a battleground, as
World War 1 continued into its
third year.

The German U-boat campaign
had left its harvest of corpses in
the English Channel, but Mtolo
had not ended up in these cold
waters from enemy action — his
death had come from human
error.

On the morning of February
21, 1917, the British troopship SS
Mendi was inching its way
through heavy fog to the French
port of Le Havre. The fear that
morning was that they would be
attacked by a German
submarine known to be
prowling the Channel.

On board was Mtolo, as well
as 831 other members of the 5th
battalion of the South African
Native Corps, men recruited
from throughout southern
Africa who had signed up to

fight the Germans.
Mtolo had kept this journey to

France a secret, according to his
grandchildren.

When Mtolo left his kraal,
that sat high above the Nsingozi
River near Richmond, probably
in late 1916, he told his wife,
Thoko, he was leaving to look
for a job.

He didn’t mention joining

the army.
The Mendi set sail on January

16, 1917 from Cape Town. It
called at Lagos, Nigeria before
stopping over in Plymouth
in the UK.

Next stop would be France,
where the men would
disembark. Unlike white
soldiers, the men of the fifth
battalion were not armed.

The race divide was too great
to allow black soldiers to carry
rifles. They would be tasked
with non-combative roles,
building roads, working in allied
ports or digging trenches.

That fateful morning the SS
Mendi was 19km from the Isle of
Wi g h t .

Her captain had reduced her
speed because of the poor
v i s i b i l i ty .

Not far from the Mendi, the
Darro, an 11 484-ton cargo ship
was cutting through the same
bank of fog at full speed.

At 5am the Darro slammed
into the Mendi’s starboard
quarter.

The Mendi took 25 minutes to
sink. In those frantic minutes,
oral history tells that the men of
Five Battalion met their death
with dignity and bravery.

Former minister and
interpreter Isaac Williams
Wauchope rallied the men on
deck. It is believed those still
standing stamped their boots in
unison, thumping out the
“Death Dance” and Wau c h op e
called out that the men would

die like brothers.
The icy wat e r would have

killed in minutes, even the few
men who could swim.

Mtolo was among the 646 who
died in the sinking.

His body floated on the ocean
for more than two months. On
the 67th day it washed up on the
Dutch shore near the town of
Z a n dvo o r t .

Such arrivals weren’t
uncommon in neutral Holland.
Most arrived with nothing on
them to provide i d e n t i f i c at i o n
and they went to their graves
nameless.

Mtolo’s bodily remains wo u l d
hold a different story.
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Mo v i n g
the spirit
A family quest to return a dead relative

starts badly, writes Shaun Smillie
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Join us tomorrow for Part 2 in
which a surprise discovery in
the Netherlands reunites a
family with a lost relative. They
realise they need to get home,
s o m e h ow.
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GAYENI Mtolo made his way
onto the beach, guided by a
dream and a wish to make things
right.

He has arrived at this
beachfront in Durban to bring his
grandfather home.

He has with him a live chicken
and a branch from a buffalo thorn
tree, known in isiZulu as the
Umlahlankhosi, a driver in a
hired car and an umthandazi — a
faith healer

Gayeni holds the
Umlahlankhosi in his hand, like a
tsotsi might hold a knife, against
his side, with the blade facing
behind him.

He is presenting the branch to
his grandfather’s spirit as an
invitation to take hold and to be
led home.

If the rituals go well Gayeni’s
grandfather Sikaniso will return
with him to his home outside of
Richmond and the plague of bad
luck, of unemployment and
women who can’t find husbands
will come to an end.

Gone, too, will be Gayeni’s
disturbing dreams, like the one
that brought him to the Durban
North beach.

The dreams started s h o r t ly
after Gayeni’s family heard that a
man in the Netherlands had
found their grandfather’s grave.
In the dream Sikaniso and
G aye n i ’s grandmother Thoko
arrive at G aye n i ’s kraal.
“She asks me: ‘Is this your

home?’ I say, ‘Yes this is my
home’,” Gayeni says.

Then Thoko and Sikaniso
abruptly turn and leave.

Gayeni knows that in isiZulu
culture a dead relative belongs at
home — if not their bones, then

their spirit.
On the beach the umthandazi

lights candles and prays.
Gayeni faces the sea and calls

to his grandfather.
“Mkulu [granddad] I know you

departed through these waters,”
he says.
“I have come to fetch you and

take you home, where all your
grandchildren are.”

If the ritual works Sikaniso’s
spirit will leave the sea, find the
extended tree branch and be led
in peace to the hired car and
journey to Gayeni’s kraal.

But there is a condition, the
umthandazi st r e s s e s .

Gayeni must not utter a word
until he reaches home.

Gayeni and the umthandazi

ride in silence. Their journey
takes them up the N3 highway
towards Pietermaritzburg, then
the turn-off to Richmond.

Soon they will be home, where
Gayeni will conclude the ritual by
sacrificing the chicken, as the
umthandazi has instructed.

But a few kilometres from his
home, the car boot suddenly flies
op e n .

Gayeni shouts out in fright.
He quickly realises his mistake.
Sikaniso’s spirit that has

wandered for nearly a century
would not be coming home.
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