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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the Murderhill Massacre, a pivotal event in South African history that occurred on May 

30, 1830. The massacre, which resulted in the deaths of estimated 300-400 Griqua men, was instigated by 

Pilane, a powerful Bakgatla bagaKgafela chief. Through a critical analysis of primary and secondary sources, 

this study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the complex historical context surrounding the 

massacre, including the tensions between the Griqua and batwsana communities. The paper also seeks to shed 

light on the role of Pilane in orchestrating the massacre and the devastating consequences for the Griqua 

people. Ultimately, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the complex and often fraught 

history of South Africa's indigenous communities. The Murder hill massacre, which occurred in the 1830s, was 

a significant event in the history of southern Africa. This article examines the circumstances surrounding the 

massacre, in which Ndebele forces under the leadership of Mzilikazi launched a surprise attack on the Griqua 

camp. 

The aftermath of the massacre and its impact on the broader context of the Ndebele expansion are also 

explored. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Murder hill Massacre was a pivotal event in South African history, marking a violent clash between the 

Griqua people and the Ndebele. This incident had significant consequences for both groups and contributed to 

the complex web of relationships between indigenous communities and European colonizers. This research 

aims to investigate the historical context, causes, and outcomes of the Murder hill Massacre. 

That's an interesting historical event. Barend Barendse, a Griqua leader, formed an alliance with Kgosi Pilane 

of the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people. Together, they gathered a commando of 1000 Griqua people to counter the 

threat posed by Mzilikazi, the powerful Ndebele king. 

The Murder hill Massacre, also known as the "Hill of Murder," occurred in 1830 and involved a brutal attack 

by the Ndebele people under the leadership of Mzilikazi kaMashobane, also known as Mizilikazi. This event 

was part of the larger Mfecane period in Southern African history, marked by widespread displacement and 

violence. 

Mzilikazi's Ndebele forces clashed with various groups, including the Voortrekkers and other indigenous 

tribes, leading to significant loss of life and altering the region's demographics. The Murder hill Massacre 

specifically refers to an attack where a group was nearly annihilated, reflecting the violent conflicts 

characteristic of this era. 

This event is crucial in understanding the complex and often tumultuous history of Southern Africa during the 

19th century, highlighting the interactions and conflicts between European settlers and indigenous populations. 

The historical context surrounding the Murder hill Massacre provides valuable insights into the region's power 

dynamics and the impact of migration and conflict on local populations 
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This alliance highlights the complex dynamics of the time, with African leaders and European settlers forming 

strategic partnerships to further their interests or protect their territories. The Griqua people, known for their 

mixed European and African heritage, played a significant role in various conflicts and alliances during this 

period. 

In the early 19th century, Southern Africa was marked by complex interactions between European colonizers 

and African leaders. One such relationship was between Barend Barendse, a European explorer and trader, and 

Kgosi Pilane, the leader of the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people. This paper examines the dynamics of their 

relationship, highlighting both the diplomatic efforts and conflicts that characterized their interactions. 

Barends-Griqua and the Massacre 

The Barends-Griqua, Griqua community led by Barend Barends, was a key group in the region. They were 

involved in conflicts and alliances with various groups, including the Batlhaping and the Matabele. In the 

1830s, their camp at Murder hill was attacked by the Matabele, resulting in a devastating loss of life.  

Kgosi Pilane and Mzilikazi were two significant figures in regarding this massacre, playing distinct roles that 

shaped the region's trajectory. 

Kgosi Pilane's Role: 

Kgosi Pilane was a key leader of the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people in what is now South Africa's North West 

province. His role involved navigating complex relationships with European colonizers and other African 

groups. The Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people settled in the Pilanesberg area, where they dealt with challenges like 

cattle raids, inter-tribal battles, and later, interactions with Voortrekkers (Boer settlers). Kgosi Pilane's son, 

Kgamanyane, played a crucial role in securing land for their people through strategic deals with the Boers. 

However, Kgamanyane's public flogging by Paul Kruger's soldiers led to the tribe's relocation to Mochudi in 

present-day Botswana. 

Mzilikazi's Role 

Mzilikazi, on the other hand, was a powerful king who founded the Ndebele kingdom in present-day 

Zimbabwe. Born around 1790, he initially served under King Shaka of the Zulu Kingdom before breaking 

away to establish his own kingdom. Mzilikazi's military prowess and strategic leadership enabled him to 

conquer and assimilate various ethnic groups, creating a vast territory. His interactions with European 

colonizers, including missionaries like Robert Moffat and David Livingstone, were complex, reflecting both 

cooperation and conflict. Mzilikazi's legacy is marked by his role as a nation-builder and his resistance to 

European encroachment. 

Key Differences 

While both leaders navigated complex relationships with European colonizers, their approaches differed. 

Kgosi Pilane's descendants engaged in strategic land deals with the Boers, whereas Mzilikazi's interactions 

with Europeans were often marked by conflict and resistance. Understanding their distinct roles provides 

insight into the diverse experiences of African leaders during the colonial era in Southern Africa.  

 "Diplomacy and Conflict:  

Exploring the Relationship between Barend Barendse and Kgosi Pilane of the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela" 

Historical Context: 

The Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people, led by Kgosi Pilane, were a significant force in the region now known as 

South Africa's North West province. Barend Barendse, as a representative of European interests, sought to 

establish trade and diplomatic relations with African leaders. Their encounter reflects the broader themes of 

colonialism, cultural exchange, and power dynamics. 
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Diplomatic Efforts: 

Barendse's interactions with Kgosi Pilane demonstrate attempts at diplomacy and cooperation. Barendse likely 

sought to establish trade agreements, secure access to natural resources, and expand European influence in the 

region. Kgosi Pilane, in turn, may have aimed to leverage these relationships to strengthen his position, secure 

alliances, and access new technologies or resources. 

Conflicts and Challenges:  

Despite these efforts, conflicts arose due to cultural misunderstandings, competing interests, and power 

imbalances. The Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela people faced encroachment by European settlers, leading to tensions 

over land and resources. Kgosi Pilane's authority was also challenged by the growing presence of European 

colonizers, who often disregarded African customs and sovereignty. 

The relationship between Barend Barendse and Kgosi Pilane reflects the complexities of colonial-era 

interactions in Southern Africa. While diplomatic efforts were made, conflicts and power imbalances 

ultimately shaped the trajectory of their relationship. This study highlights the need for nuanced understanding 

of historical interactions between European colonizers and African leaders, acknowledging both cooperation 

and conflict. 

The Ndebele Expansion: 

Mzilikazi's leadership and the Ndebele expansion played a crucial role in shaping the history of southern 

Africa. The Murder hill massacre was one of several significant events that marked the Ndebele's rise to 

power. 

Understanding the complexities of this expansion is essential in grasping the broader historical context 

of the region.  

The Ndebele's military campaigns and strategic alliances had far-reaching consequences, influencing the 

trajectory of various groups in southern Africa. 

Broader Historical Context: 

This event is part of the larger narrative of colonialism, migration, and conflict in Southern Africa during the 

19th century. The region was marked by shifting alliances, territorial disputes, and cultural exchanges between 

European colonizers, African leaders, and mixed-heritage groups. 

Kgosi Pilane's role in instigating clashes between the Griqua and the Ndebele would have been part of his 

broader strategy to protect his people, the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela, from external threats. Here's a possible 

perspective: 

Kgosi Pilane's Motivations: 

As a leader, Kgosi Pilane likely sought to safeguard his people's interests, territory, and resources. Mzilikazi's 

Ndebele kingdom posed a significant threat, given their military expansion and raids on neighbouring groups. 

By forming an alliance with the Griqua, led by Barend Barendse, Kgosi Pilane may have aimed to: 

1. Counter the Ndebele threat: By leveraging the Griqua's military capabilities, Kgosi Pilane could better 

protect his people and territory from Ndebele raids and expansion. 

2. Secure strategic advantage: The alliance might have provided Kgosi Pilane with a strategic advantage 

over his rivals, allowing him to strengthen his position and influence in the region. 

Instigating Clashes: 

Kgosi Pilane's role in instigating clashes between the Griqua and the Ndebele would have likely involved: 
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1. Diplomatic efforts: Kgosi Pilane may have engaged in diplomatic efforts to secure the Griqua's support, 

potentially offering concessions or benefits in exchange for their military assistance. 

2. Strategic planning: He might have worked with Barend Barendse to plan military campaigns or raids 

against the Ndebele, utilizing the Griqua's military strengths to counter the Ndebele threat. 

Consequences 

The clashes between the Griqua and the Ndebele would have had significant consequences, including: 

1. Military outcomes: The conflicts would have resulted in various military outcomes, such as victories, 

defeats, or stalemates, which would have impacted the balance of power in the region. 

2. Regional dynamics: The alliances and conflicts would have influenced regional dynamics, potentially 

leading to shifts in power, territory, and influence among the various groups involved. 

Understanding Kgosi Pilane's role in the context of Southern Africa's history during the 19th century 

provides valuable insights into the region's complex dynamics. This period was marked by: 

1. Shifting alliances: African leaders like Kgosi Pilane formed strategic partnerships with European settlers, 

other African groups, or mixed-heritage communities to further their interests. 

2. Conflicts and power struggles: Territorial disputes, resource competition, and cultural differences led to 

conflicts between groups, influencing the balance of power in the region. 

3. Colonialism and its impact: European colonization had a profound impact on African societies, leading 

to changes in power structures, cultural exchange, and resistance movements. 

By examining Kgosi Pilane's actions and decisions, we can better understand: 

1. African agency: How African leaders navigated colonialism and interacted with European settlers. 

2. Regional dynamics: The complex web of alliances, rivalries, and conflicts that shaped the region's 

history. 

3. Cultural exchange: The interactions and exchanges between different cultural groups, influencing the 

development of Southern African societies. 

 "Raids and Resistance: on Griqua v/s Ndebele encounter of 1830 

Introduction 

In 1830, a significant encounter took place between the Griqua people and the Ndebele kingdom, marked by a 

raid on the Ndebele camp. This event reflects the complex dynamics of Southern Africa's history, 

characterized by interactions between various groups, including African kingdoms, European settlers, and 

mixed-heritage communities. 

The key conspirator was, however, Makaba II’s old partner, Barends Barends. In June 1830 the Griqua Captain 

had secretly scouted Mzilakazi’s domains, while courting allies. With so many of Mzilakazi’s regiments 

occupied with beyond the Madikwe and Limpopo, he decided that it the time was ripe for a major offensive. 

Returning to his headquarters at Boetsap, he rallied a commando of over 300-400 armed Griqua who, 

accompanied by Barolong and Bahurutshe regiments, pushed north to link up with Pilane’s Bagatla and others. 

Meeting little resistance as they advanced, the commando captured great herds of cattle, a feat that soon 

distracted them from their military mission. In the absence of Barends, who had gone off to link up with 

others, the main body of Griqua became increasingly careless, believing that the Matebele were afraid to 

challenge their guns. Indeed, Mzilakazi had no intention pitting his assegai against musket fire in daylight. 

Having initially been taken by surprise, he was instead content to lure his opponents into complacency, 

offering no resistance, while shadowing their every movement. 

With each passing day the number of unobserved Matebele stealthily approaching the Griqua grew. Finally as 

the invading enemy began break up, with most of the Griqua determined to drive their captured cattle towards 
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the Vaal, the Matebele prepared their attack. At this point some of the captured Matebele women tried to warn 

the Griqua men not to underestimate the Tautona’s capacity to strike when they least expected. They anxiously 

advised them to picket their encampment lest they be ambushed during the course of the night, further warning 

that while many warriors were away a home guard of veterans, operating under the cover of darkness had 

taken the field after their arrival. 

That same evening, as the Griqua slept off an excessive evening of premature victory feasting, their camp was 

quietly surrounded by the Matebele, who attacked before dawn. As the Matebele approached within two 

hundred metres of the sleeping Griqua, an alarm was finally sounded, but it was too late. Many were speared 

as they reached for their guns. In the darkness and confusion even those who managed to get off a shot are said 

to have killed their comrades as well as opponents. 

Only three of the over 300-400 Griqua escaped; eventually reaching the mission station at Makwassie, where 

they were able to report the fate of the others to Barends. The rest lay dead at the foot of the hill where they 

had camped. A few years later when Boer trekkers came upon the site they were horrified to find the ground 

still littered with hundreds of bleached skeletons, calling the place “Moordkop” (“Murder Hill”), by which it is 

known to this day. 

Having thus slaughtered the Griqua, the Matebele made short work of the Bakgatla bagaKgafela, who were 

intercepted nearby at Kgetleng. Pilane escaped to find refuge among Balanga of Kgosi Mapela in today’s 

Limpopo Province. 

The Raid: 

According to historical accounts, the Griqua men arrived at the Ndebele camp, employing military tactics to 

overpower the Ndebele forces. The Griqua raiders successfully took control of the camp, seizing women and 

cattle. This raid likely served multiple purposes, including acquiring resources, demonstrating military 

strength, and potentially exacting revenge or tribute. 

Contextualizing the Event: 

This encounter can be understood within the broader context of Southern Africa's history during the 19th 

century. The region was marked by: 

1. Military expansion: The Ndebele kingdom, under Mzilikazi's leadership, was expanding its territory, 

leading to conflicts with neighbouring groups. 

2. Griqua military capabilities: The Griqua people, known for their mixed European and Khoi heritage, 

had developed significant military capabilities, including horsemanship and marksmanship. 

3. Regional power dynamics: The raid reflects the complex power dynamics in the region, with various 

groups vying for influence, resources, and territory. 

The Griqua Commando: 

The Griqua people, known for their mixed European and African heritage, were skilled horsemen and 

marksmen. Barend Barendse, likely leveraging his connections with the Griqua, assembled a commando of 

1000 Griqua warriors to support Barolong people against Mzilikazi's Ndebele kingdom. 

Mzilikazi, as a major figure in the region, posed a significant threat to many groups, including the Bakgatla-

Ba-Kgafela. The alliance between Barendse and the Barolong chiefs demonstrates the efforts of African 

leaders to navigate these complex power dynamics and protect their people. 
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Mzilikazi's Expansion: 

Mzilikazi's Ndebele kingdom was expanding its territory, and his military campaigns often targeted 

neighbouring groups, including the Bakgatla-Ba-Kgafela. Kgosi Pilane's decision to form an alliance with 

Barend Barendse and the Griqua likely aimed to counter this threat and protect his people. 

Significance of the Alliance: 

This alliance highlights the complex power dynamics of the time. African leaders like Kgosi Pilane formed 

strategic partnerships with European settlers or other groups to further their interests, protect their territories, or 

gain an advantage over rivals. The involvement of the Griqua commando demonstrates the role of mixed-

heritage groups in shaping the region's history. 

Significance: 

The 1830 Griqua-Ndebele encounter highlights the complexities of Southern Africa's history, marked by 

interactions between different cultural groups. This event demonstrates: 

1. African agency: The Griqua people's military actions reflect their agency and strategic decision-making 

in the face of regional power dynamics. 

2. Regional instability: The raid contributed to regional instability, potentially leading to further conflicts 

and shifts in power. 

The 1830 Griqua-Ndebele encounter provides valuable insights into the complex history of Southern Africa. 

By examining this event, we can better understand the dynamics of power, resistance, and cultural exchange 

that shaped the region's past. 

The historical context of this event is crucial in understanding the complexities of southern African 

history during this period.  

The early 19th century saw significant migration and conflict in the region, with various groups vying for 

power and resources. 

The Massacre 

The attack resulted in significant losses for the Griqua people, and the event is remembered for its brutality. 

The name "Moordkop," which translates to "Murder Hill" in Afrikaans, reflects the violent nature of the event. 

The Ndebele forces, known for their military prowess, exploited the Griqua's vulnerability after a night of 

revelry, leading to a one-sided battle that would be etched in the memories of the survivors. The massacre 

highlights the complex dynamics of power and conflict in southern Africa during this period. "Attack on the 

Griqua at Moordkop: In the early hours, the Ndebele forces under Mzilikazi launched a surprise assault on the 

Griqua camp, catching the men off guard after a night of revelry. The Griqua party had apparently left them 

vulnerable to attack." 

"A Fleeting Victory:  

The Griqua Celebration and the Ndebele Warning" 

Introduction 

In the early 19th century, the Griqua people, a mixed-heritage group of European and African descent, engaged 

in various conflicts and alliances with neighbouring African groups. One such event involved the Griqua men's 

successful retrieval of cattle from the Batswana, followed by a celebratory feast. However, their momentary 

triumph was soon overshadowed by a warning from Ndebele women, who cautioned the Griqua men about an 

impending attack by Mzilikazi's forces. 
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The Celebration: 

After managing to reclaim the cattle off the Batswana, the Griqua men celebrated their victory with a feast. 

Slaughtering a cow, they indulged in the spoils of their successful raid. This celebration reflects the cultural 

significance of cattle in the region, not only as a valuable resource but also as a symbol of wealth and power. 

The Ndebele Warning: 

The Ndebele women, aware of the Griqua men's confidence in their military prowess, warned them of an 

impending attack by Mzilikazi's forces. According to the Ndebele women, the Griqua men's sense of security 

stemmed from their belief that the Ndebele people feared their weapons. However, the Ndebele women knew 

better, understanding that Mzilikazi's forces would not be deterred by the Griqua's temporary advantage. 

Significance: 

This event highlights the complex dynamics of power and conflict in 19th-century Southern Africa. The 

Griqua men's celebration and the Ndebele warning demonstrate the: 

1. Cultural significance of cattle: Cattle played a crucial role in the region's economy and cultural 

practices. 

2. Military strategies: The Ndebele women's warning reveals the importance of intelligence gathering and 

strategic planning in military conflicts. 

3. Inter-group dynamics: The event showcases the complex relationships between different African 

groups, marked by alliances, conflicts, and power struggles. 

 

The Griqua celebration and the Ndebele warning provide valuable insights into the intricate web of 

relationships and conflicts that characterized 19th-century Southern Africa. By examining this event, we can 

better understand the cultural, military, and social dynamics that shaped the region's history. 

Aftermath: 

Mzilikazi and his men launched a decisive attack on the Griqua commando, resulting in significant losses for 

the Griqua forces. Only a few managed to flee, escaping to Botswana, while a handful of survivors made their 

way to Boetsap (Danielskuil). Three of these survivors reached Barend Barendse, who was accompanied by 

other men, to deliver the devastating news. 

The Message: 

The survivors' account of the battle would have been a crucial message for Barend Barendse, providing insight 

into the strength and tactics of Mzilikazi's forces. This intelligence would have been essential for Barend 

Barendse to reassess his strategy and plan future actions. 

Significance: 

This event highlights the complex and often brutal nature of conflicts in 19th-century Southern Africa. The 

outcome of the battle would have had significant implications for the Griqua people, Barend Barendse, and the 

broader regional dynamics. 

Regional Implications: 

The defeat of the Griqua commando would have: 

1. Weakened Griqua influence: Reducing their power and influence in the region. 

2. Shifted power dynamics: Potentially altering the balance of power among various groups in Southern 

Africa. 
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3. Impacted future interactions: Influencing future conflicts, alliances, and interactions between the 

Griqua, Ndebele, and other groups. 

By examining this event, we can gain a deeper understanding of the complex historical context and the factors 

that shaped the region's dynamics during this period 

The aftermath of the massacre was starkly evident when Afrikaners arrived at the site in 1836, finding the 

remains of the victims scattered and unburied. This grim discovery serves as a testament to the violence that 

had occurred. The massacre had significant repercussions for the Griqua people, who were already facing 

challenges to their authority and territory. The event also impacted the broader regional dynamics, as news of 

the massacre spread, influencing the perceptions of other groups in the region.  

Recommendations for Future Research: 

Investigate the role of Barend Barends and the Griqua leadership in the events leading up to the massacre. 

Examine the impact of the Murderhill massacre on the Ndebele's relationships with other groups in southern 

Africa. 

Analyse the cultural and historical significance of the Moordkop massacre in contemporary southern African 

society. 

By pursuing these research avenues, historians can develop a more comprehensive understanding of the 

Moordkop massacre and its enduring legacy in southern African history. 

METHODOLOGY 

This methodology outlines the approach for utilizing academic resources to investigate the history of the 

Griqua people and Louis Trichardt within the broader context of South African history. 

Selection of Key Resources 

The following resources were identified as crucial for this research: 

Primary Sources: Archives and historical journals, such as the South African Historical Journal and the Journal 

of African History, will provide firsthand accounts and original documents related to the Griqua people and 

Louis Trichardt. 

Secondary Sources: Books like "Die Groot Trek" by P.J. Nienaber, "Louis Trichardt: 'n Lewenskets" by H.J. 

van Aswegen, and "The Griquas of Griqualand" by S.J. Halford offer detailed accounts and analyses of the 

historical events and contexts. 

Additional Resources: Academic books, such as "A History of South Africa" by Leonard Thompson and "The 

Oxford History of South Africa", will provide broader context on the historical period and events. 

Interview Chief Chris Pienaar, Etienne Badenhorst of the Barendse Griqua House. 

Captain Barend Van Wyk chairperson of the National Griqua Council. 

Laband, J (1995).  

Rope of Sand, the Causes and Consequences of the Zulu War of 1879. Jonathan Cape 

Etherington,N (2001). The Great Treks: The transformation of Southern Africa, 1815-1854. Longman 

The Griqua People: A review of the history and culture” by Susan Newton – King published in the South 

African Historical Journal) 
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The Oxford handbook of the history of South Africa “edited by Paul Landua 

The Frontier zone: A study of the Griqua and the Cape colony in the 19th century “by Martin Legassick(Journal 

of African History) 

"The Ndebele under Mzilikazi Khumalo: South of the Limpopo" - This might offer insights into the Matebele's 

interactions with the Griqua. 

"The Voortrekkers and the Native Policy" - Could provide context on the Voortrekkers' experiences and 

interactions with indigenous groups. 

Primary Sources 

1. Historical Papers, University of the Wits Watersrand, Various collection sand documents related to the 

period. 

Articles  

1. Wright,J (1971). The Dynamics of Power and Conflict in Kwa Zulu Region in the Early Nineteenth 

Century: A Critical Discussion. Journal of African History,12(2),231-246 

Research Approach 

A multi-faceted research approach will be employed: 

Historical Analysis: Primary and secondary sources will be analysed to understand the events and contexts 

surrounding the Griqua people and Louis Trichardt. 

Contextualization:  

The history of the Griqua people and Louis Trichardt will be placed within the broader context of South 

African history, considering interactions between different groups and the impact of colonialism. 

Critical Evaluation: Sources and resources will be critically evaluated, considering biases, perspectives, and 

limitations. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data will be analysed through: 

Source Criticism:  

To Evaluating the credibility and reliability of primary and secondary sources. 

Historical Contextualization: Placing the events and contexts within the broader historical framework. 

Comparative Analysis:  

Be comparing and contrasting different accounts and perspectives to develop a nuanced understanding. 

CONCLUSION 

By utilizing these academic resources and approaches, researchers can develop a comprehensive understanding 

of the complex history of the Griqua people and the Ndebele’s shedding light on the interactions between 

different groups and the impact of colonialism in South Africa. The Murder hill massacre played a significant 

role in the broader context of the Ndebele expansion under Mzilikazi's leadership. Further research is needed 

to fully understand the complexities of this event and its impact on Southern African history. A nuanced 
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understanding of this period can provide valuable insights into the dynamics of power, conflict, and 

cooperation that shaped the region's history. By examining the Murder hill massacre within the context of the 

Ndebele expansion, historians can gain a deeper understanding of the intricate web of relationships and events 

that defined Southern Africa's past. It will be interesting if the masses grave can be discovered by a biological 

Anthropologist.  

The Murderhill massacre, perpetrated by the Ndebele against the Griqua in 1830, stands as a poignant 

reminder of the violent clashes that punctuated the complex history of Southern Africa. Gert Hooyman's failure 

to heed warnings about potential Ndebele retaliation led to the deaths of approximately 1000 Griqua men, 

dealing a devastating blow to the community. The aftermath of the massacre had profound implications, 

contributing to shifts in power dynamics and inter-group relations that shaped the region's history. 

Key factors exacerbated the Griqua people's struggles, including loss of lives and leadership, disruption of 

economic and social systems, colonial expansion, land dispossession, and internal conflicts. These challenges 

created a complex environment, making recovery and maintaining independence difficult. The Murder hill 

massacre offers valuable insights into the intricate web of factors driving conflict in this era, providing a 

nuanced understanding of the region's past and its ongoing legacies. 
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