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Over the past decade Dr. Ulrich van der Heyden
has set himself the daunting task of familiarizing South
African and German researchers with the considerable
content and potential value of German mission archives
for the writing of South African history. In several
journal articles and source publications he introduced
us to this remarkably dense and still relatively under-
exploited material, which sheds a distinctive light on
the history of black-white encounters in South Africa.[1]
With his latest monograph, Martinus Sewushan, he illus-
trates the rich yield of the records of the Berlin Mission
Society by constructing the life story of one of the most
prominent members of the emerging black elite in the
late nineteenth-century Transvaal. The work also relies
on South African Republic (ZAR) and post-Anglo-Boer
War Transvaal records held by the National Archives of
South Africa. Furthermore, Van der Heyden manages to
amalgamate a vast collection of scholarly work by mis-
sion historians, theologians and “main stream” historians
from German, Afrikaans and English publications and to
demonstrate its practical applicability. This is indeed a
doubly exceptional feat: Not only does he address the
tendency among church historians on the one hand, and
political and social historians on the other, to oversee
one another’s work, but also his synthesis of an impres-
sive list of German publications together with research
in different languages demonstrates what is often over-

looked in English-language research. On pages 48-50 Van
der Heyden laments the problems caused by ignorance of
other-language sources in historical research, something
well articulated by Frankfurt ethnologist Beatrix Heintze:

“In this age of globalisation [inadequate knowledge
of languages] affects German sources particularly…. Re-
search is done … as if there are no German primary
sources nor German analyses and interpretations of the
theme in question. Historical and anthropological re-
searches are therefore based on publications in the first
language of the researcher and one or other additional
work that was more or less accidentally translated into
that language, occasionally with additional sources from
a second language…. The fact that this limitation af-
fects not only the source basis of research but also as-
pects of the methodological debate … is often com-
pletely ignored.”[2] Martinus Sewushan (I would have
preferred the Sepedi spelling used by the man himself
when he signed his own name: SebuÃ?ane) (1838-1924) is
introduced in the book’s subtitle as “Nationalhelfer, Mis-
sionar und Widersacher der Berliner Missiongesellschaft
in SÃÂ¼den Afrikas” (Evangelist, Missionary and Ad-
versary of the Berlin Mission Society in South Africa).
SewuÃ?ane was one of the very few black Lutheran
evangelists to have eventually, after years of subordinate
apprenticeship, been ordained as a missionary by the
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Berlin Mission Society (BMS). Although already famous
for his long-serving role as faithful preacher in the white-
controlled missionary church, he later achieved notori-
ety among whites and heroic status among his followers
when he seceded from the BMS and established the inde-
pendent Bapedi Lutheran Church in 1890.

Apparently SebuÃ?ane left very few personal papers.
In order to have been able to extract a biography of him
from historical sources in which he mostly appears on
other people’s terms, it was necessary for Van der Hey-
den also to have included a significant amount of infor-
mation about the communities, individuals, and institu-
tions that had an interest in SebuÃ?ane’s life and work.
It was no easy task to keep on SebuÃ?ane’s trail. In-
formation had to be scraped together, and deductions
had to be made from sources which had no intention
to foreground SebuÃ?ane’s role in history. I appreci-
ated Van der Heyden’s approach to this challenge: the
first six chapters of the book are dedicated to an expo-
sition of the nature of missionary sources, methodologi-
cal concerns and the current state of South African mis-
sion historiography. While some readers may find these
first hundred pages tedious, they provide a comprehen-
sive initiation into the undercurrents of this field of re-
search. This dense context set out in the first section
of the book, pervades the second, third, and fourth sec-
tions, in which SebuÃ?ane’s career is traced. Through-
out the book Van der Heyden continues to account for
the origins and the nature of the evidence in the main
body of the text, as if he is writing the history of the
evidence into the story of the man. The readers are in-
formed which accounts were recovered from the Berliner
Missionsberichte and which from confidential mission-
ary correspondence. The meaningful discrepancies be-
tween these public and private German texts are also
pointed out. Readers are guided through ZAR govern-
ment documents to trace government opinions. Infor-
mation obtained through interviewswithmembers of the
Lutheran Bapedi Church are identified as such. When the
explanations and conclusions of previous researchers are
employed or contested, the authors are introduced to the
readers as fellow-agents in the making of the book about
SebuÃ?ane. While in my opinion this adds authenticity
to Van der Heyden’s “search for SewuÃ?ane,” I can imag-
ine that some readers will feel that the transparency of
the text’s construction is obstructing the “flow” of the
narrative.

The shock expressed by the BMS at SebuÃ?ane’s deci-
sion to break all ties with them and establish an indepen-
dent church in 1890 can easily lead to the faulty deduc-

tion that his secession had been an impulsive act of an-
noyance or hubris. However, Van der Heyden gave me
a profound impression of how frustrating SebuÃ?ane’s
long years under the restrictive tutelage of the white
Berlin missionaries must have been. Some years previ-
ously, during the Dinkwanyane secession, SebuÃ?ane re-
mained faithful to the mother church, but in 1890 com-
pounded experiences of inferior treatment and dispar-
agement were driven to a head when he was transferred
to accommodate the preferences of the white mission-
aries, especially Carl A. Kadach. SebuÃ?ane then set in
motion a plan, which in Van der Heyden’s reading of the
sources, had been long in the making.

The Mission Society’s shocked response to the seces-
sion should not come as a surprise; for years the black
pastor’s stature had been diminished in missionary re-
ports and periodicals. The way SebuÃ?ane was repre-
sented in missionary publications indicates that obedi-
ence and dedication, not innovation and independent-
mindedness, were expected of him. When SebuÃ?ane fi-
nally did the unimaginable and went his own way, the
initial expressions of betrayal were succeeded in subse-
quent years by a reduction in his visibility in the Society’s
periodical. There was an element of refusing to accept
SebuÃ?ane’s capability to have been as forceful and effi-
cient as he was. In fact, the Society seemed reluctant to
believe that SebuÃ?ane could have been capable of rebel-
lion without instigation. In German mission, Wesleyan
mission, as well as ZAR and later Transvaal Colony cir-
cles, this resulted in a misinterpretation and inflation of
Johannes Winter’s role in the establishment of the Ba-
pedi Lutheran Church. Winter was expelled as BMS mis-
sionary because he supported the idea of greater auton-
omy for African Christians and because he acted as Se-
buÃ?ane’s adviser and assistant–and also as the Bapedi
Church’s white spokesman in the white circles of au-
thority where a black voice would not, either officially
or literally, be heard at the time. Van der Heyden refers
to recent studies of Johannes Winter which explain his
fate of having been ascribed various lurid and even im-
moral characteristics in subsequent missionary histori-
ography.[3] Regrettably, some 2001 and 2003 publica-
tions that include assessments of the establishment of the
Bapedi Lutheran Church seem to have appeared too late
to have been taken into consideration by Van der Heyden
in his research for the Sewushan book.[4]

Much that is reproduced in this book is not new
knowledge, but what makes this compilation a worth-
while read is the way vast amounts of scholarly out-
put are arranged and thoroughly supplemented with re-
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readings of contemporary documents in an effort to cen-
ter Martinus SebuÃ?ane, to accomplish a representa-
tion of his life that can contribute to a greater aware-
ness and understanding of the black elite of nineteenth-
century Transvaal. While I do get the impression that
the Transvaal whites may now and again be treated too
harshly in fairly generalizing terms, Van derHeyden does
not succumb to that great temptation of biographers, ha-
giography. One would hope that this monograph may
also be translated into English.
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