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INAUGURAL NGCOBO NGUNA MEMORIAL LECTURE DELIVERED BY AZAPO DEPUTY 

SECRETARY GENERAL MBULELO KETYE AT THE 24TH AZAPO NATIONAL 
CONGRESS HELD IN PORT ELIZABETH ON 29 NOVEMBER-1 DECEMBER 2019 

 

Reflections on Ngcobo Nguna: A Legacy of a Revolutionary 

 

Distinguished Programme Director; 

The National Leadership of AZAPO; 

The Provincial Leadership of AZAPO here in the Eastern Cape; 

Comrades and friends gathered here today; 

Families and relatives; and more precisely, 

The Nguna family; 

Good Evening, Molweni; 

All protocol observed. 

 

Let me start by quoting an African-American civil rights and anti-slavery activist Dr James 

McCune Smith who died in 1865.  Paying tribute to his fellow Comrade and activist 
Fredrick Douglass, he wrote: 

 

When a man raises himself from the lowest condition in society to the highest, 

mankind pays him the tribute to their admiration, when he accomplishes this 

elevation by native energy guided by prudence and wisdom, their admiration is 

increased, but when this course, onward and upward, excellent in itself, 

furthermore proves possible what hitherto had been regarded as an impossible 
reform, then he becomes a shining light on which the aged look with gladness, the 

young with hope, the down-trodden as a representative of what they themselves 

may become. 

 

To me it sounds as if Smith was also talking Ngcobo Nguna. 

 

In his other writings, Smith makes this observation: 

 

Freedom is an essence, Liberty an accident.  Freedom is born with a man; Liberty 

may be conferred upon him…  Freedom is the gift of God, Liberty the creature of 
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society.  Liberty may be taken away from man, but on whatsoever soul freedom 

may light - the course of that soul is henceforth onward and upward. 

 

Food for thought. 

 

The honour bestowed upon me by AZAPO to ask me to pay tribute to the legendary and 
magnificent Ngcobo Nguna is a marvel I will cherish for the rest of my life.  To deliver a 

Memorial Lecture tribute to a cadre of the calibre of Ngcobo Nguna is not a small fish in 

the pond.  There are many who are chosen as heroes but few who meet the standard of a 

hero in the chosen lot.  Cde Ngcobo was not chosen nor elected a hero, but was a born 
hero and a natural leader. 

 

Many of the Comrades in my generation met Cde Ngcobo before they physically met him.  
He existed in their minds and souls long before they knew his face or met him in person.  

Ironically, he was vocal in student politics, yet he was physically invisible.  The reason for 

this invisibility was that in all the meetings held in the township houses in the evening, 

we could only hear his voice but we could not see his face as he always spoke from the 

back.  And we would be facing in one direction without being allowed to turn our heads 

to the back to see the source of the voice.  

 

It was only those who were in the same school with Cde Ngcobo who could possibly know 

that it was him speaking.  For almost a period of a year or two, this phenomenon of leaders 

who spoke from behind, or sometimes with a pressed nose to disguise the true identity 

of their voices, bemused us.  But we soon got used to it.  It was only later that we came to 
know that the manoeuvre was meant as a security measure as they were not sure of the 

presence of “iimpimpi” (informers) among us.  It was Cde Ngcobo who, later in our 

engagement with them, made mention of the word “oontamnani” or “iintambo zegesi”.  

Loosely translated, those words refer to sellouts.  In that way, he was warning us not to 
bring such people to the meetings.  From that point onward, he was fondly nicknamed 

uNtambo Zegesi because of his repeated usage of the term. 

 

These meetings would last for about 2 hours from 7pm to 9pm.  As the meetings got 
popular and strong, confidence intensified; and there was a feeling that something was 

brewing up.  By that time, many of the voices at the back were now registering in our 

heads.   But the faces remained illusionary.  Soon afterwards, whispers and rumours had 
it that the agitating voice from the back belonged to Cde Ngcobo.  But the people had the 

presence of mind to keep the identity of the voice owner secret for fear of the dire 

consequences against Cde Ngcobo. 
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The June 16 1976 eruption of the student revolt in Soweto somehow put a damper on 

these meetings as the security situation in the townships became more dangerous with 
the security branch police patrolling in anticipation of trouble.  August 18 1976 arrived 

with a bang in Port Elizabeth as the students displayed their rebellious mood by taking 

to the streets in solidarity with the Soweto students.  The institutions of oppression like 

bottle stores and the rent offices were quickly burned down and destroyed.  

 

The racist police responded with the usual brutality mowing down hundreds of the 

unarmed students with live ammunition.  It was during this period that Ngcobo Nguna 

was now visible to many students.  The June 16 Uprisings were followed by the murder 
of Bantu Biko in police custody on September 12 1977.  Ngcobo Nguna, Fezile Tshume 

and Khaya Mqhayisa were the organisers of the pilgrimage to Biko’s funeral in Ginsburg.  

Many students were now connecting the voice to the face that eluded us for some time.  

 

But the moment for Ngcobo was the student meeting at St Stephen’s church hall in Gratten 

Street here in New Brighton in September or October 1977.  The meeting was called by 

the PESRC to discuss whether we should go back to school or continue the boycott.  It was 
Cde Ngcobo that was chairing the 5-hour long meeting.  He was the star of the night as he 

guided the emotionally-charged meeting to the continuation of the class boycott.  Many 

students who were to write their final matric exams had hoped of furthering their studies 

at the designated black colleges like University College of Fort Hare, University of Ongoye, 
University of Durban-Westville and Western Cape University. 

 

Just as he was making his closing remarks, the police pounced on all of us that night.  Our 
long gruelling prison experience had begun.  In prison the conditions were tough for the 

many uninitiated students as the boers rolled down their gruesome methods of breaking 

the spirit of Black Power.  Cde Ngcobo once more rose to the occasion by providing 

leadership, comfort and encouragement. Nobody felt bad and down in his presence.  He 

was a soft-spoken and effective communicator.  He had a good and beautiful sense of 

humour.  

 

After the 1977 October 19 banning of the BCM organisations, Cde Ngcobo was in 1980 
detained and transferred to the then Transvaal province and incarcerated at the Modder 

B prison for almost 10 months.  After his release from detention, he started where he left 

off in organising and regrouping the Black Consciousness activists.  The security branch 
made it difficult for him by disrupting the public meetings he organised.  But his 

persistent work and sweat bore fruit in 1983 when the first Eastern Cape Branch of 

AZAPO was finally launched in Port Elizabeth.  Cde Ngcobo became the first Chairperson 

of the Branch.  To the best of my memory, Fezile Tshume was the Secretary, Zolile Tshisa 
the Organiser and Nceba Mfuniso the Political Officer.  It is this Branch and Cde Ngcobo 

that gave rise to the Branches of Uitenhage, Ginsberg, Grahamstown and Queenstown. 
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Soon we launched the Eastern Cape Province of AZAPO.  AZAPO became the household; 

and Ngcobo Nguna was AZAPO, and AZAPO was Ngcobo Nguna.  Testimony to that fact is 
in the history books of the unfortunate political conflict that erupted in the mid-1980s as 

the tormentors of AZAPO publicly declared that they were out to annihilate “Ngcobo’s 

AZAPO”.  That was the political and intellectual power of Ngcobo. 

 

The Comrade was not just a revolutionary from the area of Njoli in Kwazakhele, but a 

passionate Black Consciousness adherent who, true to the call, became yet again a 

household name in what is called northern townships of Malabar and Gelvandale here in 

PE.  These are communities of the so-called Indians and Coloureds, respectively.  Prior to 
the Feud, AZAPO used to engage in political activities in these areas.  Those communities 

held Cde Ngcobo in high esteem.  In Malabar, Dr Govender became the point of entry for 

Ngcobo; and in Gelvandale Mr Peffer the attorney was his contact person.  

 

Cde Ngcobo’s hard work to achieve Black Unity and Solidarity was dealt a heavy blow as 

a result of the unfortunate black-on-black-violence.  These dungeons of apartheid style 

residential areas reverted back to their default positions as per the Verwoerdian plan due 
to the terrible internecine violence.  To uphold his legacy, the challenge is on the 

leadership here in this Sonwabo Ngxale Province to bring back to the AZAPO fold the 

people of Malabar, Gelvandale and Kleinskool to achieve the Black Solidarity and Unity 

Cde Ngcobo cemented in his lifetime.  

 

Cde Ngcobo was a natural leader.  Many of the political formations of the 1980s here in 

the Eastern Cape, and Port Elizabeth in particular, were formed with his contributions.  I 
talk of MACWUSA, PEBCO, Uitenhage Black Civic Organisation and CRADORA.  All these 

organisations were Black Consciousness-aligned in their formative stages; and I say that 

without any fear of contradiction.  Their change of tune surfaced only when the so-called 

progressives in the liberation struggle switched to the Freedom Charter.  Once they 

strayed to the Charterist line, Cde Ngcobo became their number one foe. 

 

Shortly after August 1983, the anti-Ngcobo sentiment spread rapidly.  He suddenly was 

not allowed to speak in public meetings; and was ridiculed as a reactionary force.  The 
surprise behaviour by people who not so long ago were eating politics from the palm of 

the hand of Cde Ngcobo came as a rude shock, not only to him but many of us who 

understood this gallant fighter of our freedom as the selfless of its kind.  But Cde Ngcobo 
was resilient, determined and not perturbed at all.  He scorned them by labelling them 

“Ooqulusile”. 

 

In March 1985 a group of activists in Uitenhage were shot and killed by the apartheid 
police on their way to a funeral.  The massacre has since been called “The Uitenhage 
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Massacre”.  A mass funeral took place a week later at the stadium in Uitenhage.  Under 

normal circumstances, Cde Ngcobo would have represented AZAPO and spoken at the 
funeral.  But he was barred.  Typical of a cunning Ngcobo Nguna, he came up with a plan 

that involved a community structure in Uitenhage where one of our own lady Comrade 

was a member.  He manouvred that she be allowed to speak as a member of her structure. 

Cde Ngcobo wrote her message of support.  He however insisted that we attend the mass 
funeral in Uitenhage despite the hostility towards AZAPO.  He led us from the front.  We 

were on our way with two kombis to the hostile environment. 

 

At the stadium we were a drop in an ocean of red, green and black.  Our gold and black T-
shirts were so visible that you could see them from any angle inside the stadium.  We 

confidently sat there on the grass in our own dignified way.  A group of young boys and 

girls wearing COSAS regalia were toyi-toying around the stadium singing ‘Down with 

AZAPO”.  They made it a point to pass in front of us throwing insults. We felt and smelt 

death on its way.  We imagined our bodies burning under a pile of tyres lit with gallons of 

petrol.  But Cde Ngcobo assured us of our safety that we could not see.  However, the 

funeral came to an end late that afternoon, and we did not go to the graveyard but drove 
straight to Port Elizabeth. 

 

At about 6pm that evening, Cde Ngcobo rounded us up.  We went to see the President of 

COSAS, Cde Lulu Johnson at his home to discuss the behaviour of his organisation’s 
members during the funeral.  We had about a 4-hour meeting with Cde Lulu outside his 

home.  We were persuading him to discourage his members from this unbecoming 

behaviour as the consequences would be too ghastly to contemplate.  It looked like we 
had a fruitful meeting with Cde Lulu. 

 

It was not to be.  A few weeks later, members of AZASM were attacked in sporadic 

incidents around Port Elizabeth and accused of being collaborators and delaying the 

freedom which was said to be “around the corner”. Cde Ngcobo himself was abducted and 

interrogated in a house in the Njoli area.  The Feud had begun.  The head office of AZAPO 

in Johannesburg dispatched one of its top leaders, the charismatic Muntu Myeza to defuse 

the situation.  After several meetings and consultations with all involved, the giant Muntu 
Myeza held a press conference in which he asked the people of Port Elizabeth the 

question, “How far is the corner?” 

 

The Feud is a story for another day.  But here today we speak and celebrate Ngcobo 

Nguna.  That Feud caused many of AZAPO Comrades to have no homes as they were 

destroyed by fire.  They had to flee from their homes.  For a short space of time, we resided 

at Masangwana in Mfundisi’s residence. Then we also had to leave at some point.  That 
meant sleeping elsewhere. But where? Going home was no option. Cde Ngcobo bought a 

house that was on sale at number 7 Gratten Street in New Brighton.  The house used to 
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be that of another comrade, Lefty Solwandle.  The homeless Comrades moved to occupy 

the house while Cde Ngcobo was completing the paper work and transaction.  He stayed 
with his children and wife at his wife's home.  They paid the bond for a house they were 

not occupying.  Cde Ngcobo’s wife was convinced by him that it was a good thing to do.  

We stayed there for almost 2 years before they moved in.  That was the grace of Cde 

Ngcobo and his wife, Nobantu. 

 

Cde Ngcobo also spent a short time of his life on Robben Island.  He was sentenced to 5 

years together with his Cde Ben Matyu for activities involving defending AZAPO against 

hostile forces.  For Ngcobo going to the Island was for the first time, while it was the 
second time for Ben Matyu.  It was the legal mind of the late Cde Advocate Imraan Moosa, 

instructed by attorney Mr Eugene Peffer, that got them released from the Island.  The case 

was registered as The State vs AZAPO 12.  The other Comrades were jailed around Port 

Elizabeth.  They were Fundile Mafongosi, Bongo Ngalo, Fanele Myaleni and Sithembele 

Zitumane, to name but a few. 

 

Cde Ngcobo was a teacher and a mentor.  Here among us today we have the current 
National Chairperson of AZAPO who was nurtured and mentored by Cde Ngcobo.  Let me 

reveal here today that Cde Nelvis Qekema was working at a Hotel as a receptionist.  Cdes 

Ngcobo and Fezile Tshume befriended him while they were on a mission around the city 

organising workers.  A friendship developed between them and the inquisitive young and 
bright Nelvis Hendricks Qekema.  This friendship benefitted Ngcobo and Fezile as they 

now could phone their head office through the benevolence of Nelvis.  He would allow 

them to phone Head Office and other places of their political interest.  Yes, Nelvis was 
doing something illegal and risked his job.  In the march of time, they identified the 

potential in the young man.  Ngcobo persuaded and insisted that Nelvis Hendricks must 

go back to school.  Initially, he resisted as he needed the job because of his material 

conditions.  But Cde Ngcobo vowed that by any means he must, and would go back to 
school.  He relented and went to study at Loyiso Secondary School. 

 

It is not only Nelvis who was discovered by this sharp political eye of Ngcobo.  The 

number includes Comrades like the late Sonwabo Paper Ngxale, the late Zolile Tshisa, 
Fundile Mafongosi, and Benjamin Soxujwa who also worked at a hotel here in PE, which 

Ngcobo also frequented organising the workers. 

 

Like I said, Cde Ngcobo had a sense of humour.  He related a story of a so-called Coloured 

person during his detention in St Albans prison.  The man was a supporter of UDF and the 

Release Mandela Campaign.  He hardly had a visitor from outside, which meant that he 

lacked basic resources that people in prison needed most, one of which was tobacco.  Cde 
Ngcobo had plenty as we supplied him on every visit.  And so the UDF man would scream 

through the window of his cell every time he craved for smoking: “Mangcobo, maak a fu 
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my broer”.  And Cde Ngcobo would make a long rope out of his blanket and swing the 

cigarette like a pendulum until the man caught it.  But then minutes later the same man 
would shout at the top of his voice from his cell again “Mangcobo, ek stem nie met jou nie, 

ek stem met Mandela; Viva Mandela, Viva UDF”. This story irritated us because the 

imaginary and illusory friendship behind the prison bars was not consistent with the 

hostile relationship between AZAPO and UDF that existed outside the prison.  To our 
surprise, the hostility and hatred was fermented by UDF.  To us, UDF members were not 

our enemy.  We regarded them as our Comrades in the trenches.  Cde Ngcobo rose above 

the petty politics and saw the bigger picture of Black Unity. 

 

The greatest gift that AZAPO could give Ngcobo is to consolidate itself as a champion of 

political freedom and social justice, for the Black majority at the bottom of the pyramid 

in terms of economic growth.  AZAPO must once more raise the consciousness of the 

Black majority whose state of affairs is debilitating apathy and a placid indifference to 

their own situation.  We owe it to Cde Ngcobo to achieve the Free and Egalitarian AZANIA 

we strove and died for.  In this moment of crisis in our country, AZAPO must realise that 

a moment of crisis can become a moment of opportunity.  Seize the time AZAPO. 

 

To sum it up Ngcobo was: 

 

• a visionary leader 

• not an armchair revolutionary, but a leader in the front 

• a pragmatic thinker 

• our shining light to whom we looked at with pride 

• a flagbearer for change, justice and equality 

 

To talk about Ngcobo and not talk about his wife Nobantu would be a great disservice to 

Cde Ngcobo himself in this first Memorial Lecture of his life.  I had privilege of knowing 

both of them before there was AZAPO.  I met Ngcobo before the 1976 student rebellion 
and kept contact with him during the uprisings.  Nobantu and I were schoolmates at 

Johnson Marwanqa Higher Primary School from Std 3 to Std 6 where we also became 

classmates under Mr Rubin Tube.  

 

My beloved comrades, Ngcobo Nguna was never gainfully employed.  This was not 

because he was lazy but the security police of Port Elizabeth vowed that he would be for 

ever unemployed.  Every time he got a job, he did not last a day because the security police 
would inform his employers that he was a trouble maker.  There are two shops that I 

know, that employed him as a sales representative, Ellerines and Oxford furniture shops. 

In both shops he worked for a very short period of time.  He worked for one day in 

Ellerines because the white manager of the store terminated the employment because 
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the security police advised as such.  At Oxford furniture, two security police walked 

passed Cde Ngcobo at the door of the store while he and other workers were recruiting 
customers at the door of the shop to come in.  When the two security police left the store, 

Cde Ngcobo was called to the office and told he was fired.  There are many more stories 

like those in his life.  

 

And so, my Comrades and friends, in the 34 years that he had been married to 

Nomathemba Ngqema, Cde Ngcobo could not get a job to feed and look after his family 

because the evil system of racism made sure to remind him that his was Black and 

oppressed.  It is Nobantu, who kept the fort.  She took care of their 3 children and her 
husband.  She kept the family together in an unbelievable way such that no one could see 

the vacuum caused by the inability of her husband to gain meaningful employment.  She 

bought food, cigarettes and clothes for her husband.  She paid the membership dues of 

her husband to AZAPO.  She herself became an active member of AZAPO even under those 

difficult circumstances.  During the 1985 political infighting, her family welcomed 

Comrades who were on the run to use their house as a defensive base.  Nobantu deserves 

our gratitude. 

 

Let us in honour of Ngcobo Nguna make this beautiful organisation of his, AZAPO, a 

memorable place to belong for generations to come. We have a duty to do so, not only for 

him, but for all the departed martyrs under the banner of AZAPO. 

 

I thank you. 

 

Amandla! 


