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ABSTRACT 

This chapter explores the historical roots and enduring influence of the Messelaar family in South Africa, 

focusing on their pivotal role in the establishment of the Methodist Church in Griqualand West, their leadership 

within the Griqua nation, and their stewardship of significant lands. From the missionary era of Abel Erasmus 

Messelaar to the modern leadership of Aaron Martin William Messelaar, this narrative traces a legacy of faith, 

cultural preservation, and national recognition. By combining archival research, oral histories, land analysis, and 

genealogical reconstruction, this study addresses a gap in Griqua historiography by documenting a lineage whose 

political and spiritual influence has been historically understated. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Griqua people of South Africa occupy a significant place in the nation’s complex history, representing 

resilience, adaptation, and continuity of indigenous leadership traditions. Central to this narrative is the 

Messelaar family, whose influence spans over two centuries of spiritual, social, and political development. This 

chapter documents the family’s contributions from the early 1800s through to the 21st century, highlighting their 

involvement in the spread of Methodism, traditional leadership, land governance, and contemporary recognition 

by the South African state. 

Despite rich historical records of the Kok dynasty, the contributions of other key Griqua families—particularly 

the Messelaars—remain underrepresented in formal scholarship. This chapter addresses this gap by presenting 

an integrated history grounded in both indigenous knowledge and archival evidence. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a multidisciplinary methodology centred on archival analysis, oral tradition, missionary 

documentation, territorial mapping, and genealogical reconstruction. This approach reflects the dual 

preservation of Griqua history through formal records and intergenerational memory. 

Archival Research 

Primary sources include the writings of early travellers such as John Campbell, whose Travels in South Africa 

(1815) provides early descriptions of Griqua society and mission work.¹ Missionary records from the Methodist 

Missionary Society (1820–1850) offer direct evidence of the evangelistic activities of Abel Erasmus Messelaar 

and the spread of Methodism.² 

Modern records — including the Government Gazette (2011) and Parliamentary addresses (2019) — document 

the legal recognition of the Griqua Royal House and its leadership.³ 

Cross-referencing between sources ensures chronological accuracy and contextual coherence. 
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Oral Histories and Indigenous Knowledge 

Oral testimonies drawn from Griqua Royal House Archives (2012) provide essential genealogical details and 

cultural insight into the Messelaar family’s leadership.⁴ These oral accounts were triangulated with written 

records to maintain historical authenticity. 

This acknowledges the authority of indigenous knowledge systems in reconstructing the past. 

Genealogical Reconstruction 

Genealogical data from mission records, family documents, and oral accounts were used to reconstruct the 

Messelaar lineage. This clarifies leadership succession across five generations, identifying continuity from Abel 

Erasmus Messelaar to the present. 

Land and Territorial Analysis 

Historical maps, community testimonies, and inherited farm descriptions were analysed to determine the 

geographic range of Messelaar land stewardship. Onder Campbell, Knoffelfontein, Leifontein, Orpen, and 

Wolwefontein formed the economic and cultural backbone of Griqua occupation in the region.⁵ 

Interpretive Synthesis 

The combination of archival and oral sources supports a holistic interpretation of Griqua governance, 

highlighting the integration of Christian ethics, kinship authority, and land stewardship in leadership traditions. 

The Missionary Era and the Rise of Abel Erasmus Messelaar 

The early 1800s marked a period of dynamic religious expansion in southern Africa, shaped by London 

Missionary Society pioneers and later Methodist workers. It was within this context that Abel Erasmus 

Messelaar emerged as a pioneering evangelist in Griqualand West. His ministry nurtured early Methodist 

congregations among the Griqua and neighbouring communities, positioning him as both spiritual guide and 

cultural mediator. 

As a lay preacher and interpreter, Abel Messelaar embodied the fusion of Christian values with Griqua 

communal life — a theme that would define the subsequent generations of Messelaar leadership. 

The Development of Traditional Leadership 

Leadership continuity within the Messelaar family reflects a lineage that balanced traditional authority with 

Christian moral vision. Successive figures — including Jan Messelaar, Abel Messelaar II, Hendrik Jonathan 

Messelaar, Isak Messelaar, and Aaron Messelaar I — played key roles as captains, onderkapteins, councillors, 

and advisors. 

These leaders navigated colonial pressures, missionary influence, and internal reforms while preserving Griqua 

governance structures rooted in consensus, kinship, and customary law. 

Land and Legacy: The Farms of the Messelaar Family 

Land stewardship formed a cornerstone of Messelaar authority. The family held and administered several 

significant farms: 

 Onder Campbell 

 Knoffelfontein 

 Leifontein 
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 Orpen 

 Wolwefontein 

Onder Campbell stood at the centre of political and spiritual activity. It served as a leadership seat where land 

disputes were resolved, missionary meetings held, and community governance practiced. 

Under the regency of Dirk Kok, following the death of Captain Cornelius Kok II, Jan Messelaar was appointed 

onderkaptein in 1860, extending authority across communities such as Vel, Bloukop, and Watermond. 

Alliances and Continuity — The Kok and Messelaar Connection 

The political bond between the Kok and Messelaar families was essential to Campbell’s governance. The 1860 

appointment of Jan Messelaar as onderkaptein reflected a broader Griqua pattern: leadership was distributed 

among trusted families whose service and loyalty fortified the captaincy. 

When Adam Adei Kok relocated to Onder Campbell, his reception by Hendrik Jonathan Messelaar, Isak 

Messelaar, and Aaron Messelaar I demonstrated the enduring alliance between the two lineages. 

Modern Leadership and Government Recognition 

The Messelaar tradition continues under Captain Aaron Martin William Messelaar, Deputy Secretary-

General of CONTRALESA and leader of the Griqua Royal House. His advocacy facilitated national recognition: 

 2011 — Recognition by President Jacob Zuma 

 2019 — Reaffirmation in Parliament by President Cyril Ramaphosa 

These milestones represent the culmination of over two centuries of leadership rooted in faith, land, and cultural 

preservation. 

Genealogical Chart of the Messelaar Family 

Abel Erasmus Messelaar (Evangelist, early 1800s) 

│ 

└── Jan Messelaar (Captain of Onder Campbell) 

     │ 

     └── Abel Messelaar II 

          │ 

          └── Hendrik Jonathan Messelaar 

               │ 

               ├── Isak Messelaar 

               │ 

               └── Aaron Messelaar I 

                    │ 
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                    └── Aaron Martin William Messelaar (Present Leader) 

CONCLUSION 

This study contributes significantly to the broader understanding of indigenous leadership, spiritual heritage, 

and land governance in Griqualand West by addressing a critical gap in Griqua historiography: the 

underrepresentation of the Messelaar family. 

Contribution to Indigenous Leadership Studies 

The findings demonstrate that Griqua leadership was not centred exclusively on the Kok dynasty.⁶ Instead, it 

was a shared, relational system where respected families such as the Messelaars provided administrative 

capacity, territorial oversight, and spiritual authority. 

By documenting this multi-family leadership model, the chapter expands contemporary interpretations of 

indigenous governance and offers a corrective to simplified historical narratives. 

Contribution to Spiritual Heritage Scholarship 

The evidence illustrates how Christian evangelism became intertwined with political legitimacy. Leaders like 

Abel Erasmus Messelaar used religious influence to stabilise communities, mediate conflict, and cultivate moral 

authority.⁷ 

This challenges rigid academic divisions between mission Christianity and African customary leadership, 

showing instead a highly integrated spiritual-political identity. 

Contribution to Land Governance Studies 

Territorial analysis reveals that the Griqua exercised land governance through communal stewardship, 

customary legal mechanisms, and the delegated authority of onderkapteins.⁸ 

These findings support contemporary debates on: 

 communal land rights 

 restitution frameworks 

 recognition of indigenous governance models in South Africa 

By recovering this history, the study provides historical grounding for present-day land claims and cultural 

revitalisation initiatives. 

Footnotes 

1. John Campbell, Travels in South Africa (London: Black, Parry, and Co., 1815), 112–145. 

2. Methodist Missionary Society, Reports on Evangelical Activities in Griqualand West, 1820–1850 (Cape 

Town: Wesleyan Press, 1851). 

3. Government of South Africa, “Recognition of the Griqua Royal House,” Government Gazette no. 34319 

(2011). 
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