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Turfloop’s genetic connection
TUTU SPEAKS

wWHEN APPROACHED BY

L impopo Leader , ARCHBISHOP

DESMOND TUTU AGREED 

IMMEDIATELY TO TALK ABOUT

BEING THE FIRST AFRICAN TO

UNDERGO DETAILED GENOME

SEQUENCING PROCEDURES.

Here is a summary of what he

had to say.

‘It was Professor Philip Venter

of the University of Limpopo and

Dr Vanessa Hayes of the

Children’s Cancer Institute in

Sydney (Australia) who

approached me to take part in the

genome sequencing project. They

explained that the goal of the

project was eventually to enable

researchers and pharmaceutical

companies to personalise medicine

for people of all ethnicities and

societies. Of course I am excited

about the results. I am glad to

have had the opportunity to take

part in this project because, on 

a personal level, it is able to 

discover that one might be in 

danger of genetic disease.

Although I am Bantu, I am aware

that there are very few pure 

ethnic groups. But now the

sequencing has revealed that

through my mother, I am related

to the Khoi, a San people.

‘I remember a ridiculous thing

that happened to me when I was

issued with my ID document 

during the apartheid era, my

nationality was described as

‘undeterminable at present’ – 
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As these institutions struggle

through their often-dubious 

legacies towards a legitimate

place in the academic architecture

of our country, linkages with 

international research efforts add

considerable credence to their

efforts. The University of

Limpopo’s relationship with some

of the leading genome sequencing

institutions in the world is no

exception.

‘I definitely think such linkages

will assist our local researchers to

figure out how to best combat

some of our most widespread 

diseases, and to improve the

chances of an extended, healthy

life for all ethnic groupings. It is

exciting that science is finding 

evidence of genetic diversity

among groups of people, as well

as among individuals, and this

discovery should be embraced,

not feared. It would be disastrous

if scientists were to ignore the

diversity of the human race,

because this is one of the greatest

assets that humanity has. But

while we celebrate the enormous

potential for good of the genome

project, we should not ignore the

dangers that could arise should

this information, or distortions of

this information, fall into the

wrong hands and cause potential

harm to individuals and groups.

‘I have heard that one possible

result of the University of

Limpopo’s participation in the

project could include the 

establishment of a prostate cancer

research unit at Turfloop with links

to Professor Hayes’ work in

Australia, as well as a close

research relationship with Penn

State University in the US. By

building on these beginnings, 

the University of Limpopo could

become involved in important

genetic research of great benefit

to many people in southern

Africa.

‘These are positive developments

that should be fully supported.

The goal of such research will

help in the development of 

appropriate medicines to target

regional manifestations of various

diseases. Until now, most of the

genome sequences that have been

decoded have been those of

Europeans. Now we have new

insight into specific African

sequences, with huge implications

for the treatment of African 

disease variations. I’ve been 

privileged to have played a part

in this process. Given the 

opportunity, I would certainly 

lend my support to the research

efforts that will now follow at the

University of Limpopo and 

elsewhere.’
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this despite the fact that both my

parents had been born in South

Africa. An added irony is that my

oldest ancestors, the San, were

the first people to inhabit southern

Africa. I suspect that if each of us,

regardless of race or ethnicity,

looks far enough back into their

genetic make-up they will discover

that, indeed, we are all related.

‘Given the fact that people in

southern Africa have not been

exposed to this type of study, I felt

it was important to take part and

thus to dispel any myths about our

humanity and our place in the

great human family, that might

still be in attendance over the

African genome. I will not pretend

that I didn’t have some jitters. But

I also understood that the goal of

this study would have far-reaching

consequences, greater than my

personal fears of the unknown.

Until now, most of the genomes

that have been decoded were

those of Europeans. Beyond 

wishing to rectify that imbalance,

it seemed that through genome

sequencing, it would enable

researchers to gain further deep

insights into the origins and 

inter-relationships of different

human populations. Indeed, the

results of the research further

highlight our common ancestry,

and underscore how closely 

people are related to one another

as part of the extended human

family.

‘I am also aware that the 

participation of the University of

Limpopo is of great importance 

to our previously disadvantaged

apartheid universities generally.

Turfloop’s genetic connection
TUTU SPEAKS



P A G E 2 7

Fund. The name: the Onkgopotse Tiro Excellence Awards.

Lybon Mabasa, a contemporary of Tiro and now

on the board of the Student Trust Fund, described the

intention of the awards as honouring ‘great merit and

achievement’ in people associated with the university.

‘It’s for people who have acknowledged through their

actions that higher education qualifications would be

of limited value unless they are used in the service of

others. We’re looking not only for success in the 

various fields, but also for service, and the winners

must have done something exceptional to enhance 

the name of the University of Limpopo.’

Mabasa, who is currently President of the Socialist

Party of Azania, recalls the temper of the times when

he and Tiro were students at Turfloop. ‘Some of our

white lecturers were not averse to telling us that it

would be impossible for us to successfully develop.

One of them even said it constantly surprised him that

we didn’t all commit suicide in face of the enormity of

the task. But Tiro was undeterred. He felt impelled to

go on organising and speaking out against injustice,

even though he knew there could be serious political

repercussions from the authorities.’

i
IN THE LATE 1960S, AN INTENSE YOUNG MAN

WITH A HIGH FOREHEAD ENROLLED AT THE

UNIVERSITY OF THE NORTH FOR A BA DEGREE HE

NEVER COMPLETED. By 1970, he had been elected

President of the Students’ Representative Council. 

In April 1972, he made a controversial speech at 

a graduation ceremony that led to his expulsion from

Turfloop. Shortly afterwards, he became the permanent

organiser of Saso (which had held its inauguration as

the first black student organisation in the country at

Turfloop a few years before). But by early 1974 he

was dead, blown up by a parcel-bomb as he tried to

continue his studies in Botswana. He was 29 years old.

The esteem in which this young Black

Consciousness activist is held at the University of

Limpopo today can be gauged by two specifics. 

The first is that the main assembly hall on the Turfloop

campus is named after him: the Great Tiro Hall. It was

not originally named that, but successive waves of 

students insisted on the name, until finally it was 

officially endorsed. The second is that in recent years,

an annual award for excellence is made to outstanding

alumni from the University of Limpopo Student Trust

The Tiro Awards
THE LEGACY OF ONKGOPOTSE TIRO
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Tiro was certainly born into political turmoil. In 

the mid-1950s, his school in Dinokana (not far from

Zeerust, now in North West province) was closed due

to strikes that were held in protest against reference

books for women. For five months, he worked on a

nearby manganese mine as a dishwasher in the 

canteen. His education was again disrupted when

attending a high school in Soweto. This time he was

arrested for a pass offence. Finally he went to

Mafikeng, where he matriculated from the Barolong

High School.

At Turfloop, he became immediately involved in 

student politics. Saso had not long previously been

formed, and one of Tiro’s first encounters with the 

university authorities concerned the expunging from

the student records (kept by the SRC) of Saso’s policy

manifesto and its declaration of student rights. As a

protest against this interference, students burned the

mutilated records in a large bonfire kindled on campus.

But the real trouble came when Tiro (at the request

of fellow students) spoke on their behalf at the 1972

graduation ceremony. It was a forthright speech. 

He attacked separate (or so-called Bantu) education,

adding that students wanted ‘a system of education

which is common to all South Africans’. He attacked

the arbitrary way in which the university dealt with 

students’ parents: ‘Right now, our parents have come

all the way from their homes only to be locked outside’

while ‘the front seats are given to (white) people who

cannot even cheer us’. And he attacked the nepotism

evident in the way in which the university was supplied

with various commodities. Finally, he spoke of the

responsibility of black students to fight apartheid: 

‘To those of you who support apartheid … the day

shall come when all shall be free, and when that day

comes, no man, no matter how many tanks he has,

will reverse the course of events.’

His immediate expulsion followed, and two years

later, his violent death.

‘Who murdered him?’ asked Lybon Mabasa with

some irony, then providing his own answer.

‘Considering the circumstances in which he was 

murdered – and Dulcie Spetember in Paris, and Ruth

First in Maputo – it is difficult to conclude in any other

way but that their only enemy was the South African

state.

‘Of course, the state had reason to fear

Onkgopotse,’ Mabasa continued. ‘He was active in

Saso politics even after he was chucked off the 

campus, and even when he was in exile. In due

course, he was elected President of the Southern

African Students’ Movement, which was affiliated to

the All-Africa Students’ Union. He was becoming a

powerful figure. He was a new man, a new kind of

activist, and he was without doubt one of the 

forerunners of the people’s revolt of 1976. In many

ways, he helped to lay the foundations for the events

that followed so soon after his untimely death. His

name is up there with people like Steve Biko and

Robert Sobukwe. These are the saints.’

Tiro’s courage and resolve, and particularly his

concern for others, lends lustre to the awards that

carry his name. Now TURN THE PAGE to learn more

about the two remarkable people, both alumni of the

University of Limpopo, who were honoured in 2009.

Their names are Judge Monica Leeuw and businessman

Jabu Mabuza.

The Tiro Awards
THE LEGACY OF ONKGOPOTSE TIRO

Lybon Mabasa
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got hit by a police baton. Many

of us did. But often it was more

fun than anything else.’

But the young law student was

no stranger to the darker sides of

the apartheid regime in which she

grew up. She was 14 when her

family was forcibly removed from

the Pretoria black spot called

Lady Selborne to the peri-urban

‘I HEARD TIRO GIVE HIS FAMOUS

TURFLOOP GRADUATION SPEECH.

I was a student then, and I was in

the choir. We all tried to join the

choir – it was the only way to get

into the ceremony. I could not

have imagined, then, that he

would soon be assassinated, that

an important award would be

named after him, and that one

day I would win it.’

But this is exactly what 

happened to Monica Leeuw, 

a young law student in the early

1970s, and now the acting Judge

President of the High Court in the

North West province. In November

last year, at a banquet held at the

Gallagher Estates to raise funds

for the University of Limpopo

Student Trust Fund, Judge Leeuw

received the Onkgopotse Tiro

Excellence Award for her lifetime

of work within the South African

judicial system.

Tiro, as an outstanding student

leader, was fighting for ordinary

human rights. Now the country

has a Constitution that guarantees

those rights. The Constitution

speaks as clearly about gender

equality, but that fight is still

going on. This seemed to be the

tenor of much of what Leeuw had

to say.

‘When I was at Turfloop there

were very few women doing law,’

she recalled, ‘only four or five out

of a class of about thirty. These

inequities persist into the present.

My belief is that gender parity

inside the judiciary is of crucial

importance – if the demands of

the Constitution are to be ful-

filled.’

Leeuw admits to not being ‘too

politically involved’ as a student.

‘I wasn’t an activist or anything

like that, but I was aware. Once I

Judge Monica Leeuw

The Tiro Awards
A CHAMPION FOR GENDER PARITY
IN THE JUDICIARY
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wilderness of Ga-Rankuwa. Since

no high school then existed in 

Ga-Rankuwa where she could

matriculate, Leeuw was sent to Hwiti

High School in the then Northern

Transvaal and within walking 

distance of the Turfloop campus.

‘This was quite a famous

school,’ Leeuw recalled. ‘There

were good teachers who produced

really good results. Among my 

fellow students, for example, were

Mahlo Mokgalong, now the Vice-

Chancellor of the University of

Limpopo, Malegapuru Makgoba,

now the Vice-Chancellor of the

University of KwaZulu-Natal, 

and Lucy Mailula, now a High

Court judge in the South Gauteng

High Court and the chairperson

of the Council of the University 

of Limpopo.’

Leeuw’s own academic career

was forging ahead. She began by

studying for a B Juris degree but

changed midstream to B Proc,

graduating in 1976. With this

qualification she began at the 

Ga-Rankuwa Magistrate’s Court

as a legal assistant working in the

estates office. Meanwhile she had

married a pharmacist who moved

to Mafikeng to complete his

internship. Leeuw accompanied

him, working in the then

Bophuthatswana as a  public

prosecutor until 1981, thereafter

serving as senior control prosecutor,

first in Mafikeng and then in the

Bophuthatswana West regional

division. At the same time she

was studying for her LLB, a 

qualification she was awarded in

1985. Five years later, she did

her pupilage at the Pretoria Bar

and became the first black

woman ever to do her pupilage

there.

‘The Pretoria bar in those days

was very conservative and very

white. It was difficult for black

people, and possibly doubly so

for black women,’ Leeuw recalled.

‘But throughout our careers, we

women have to prove ourselves

and assert ourselves to be taken

seriously. Mind you, I’ve always

worked well with men, white or

black.’

Leeuw explained that gender

disparities remained a problem in

the South African judiciary. ‘So

my possible appointment as a 

permanent Judge President would

be an important breakthrough.’

(see STOP PRESS on this page)

Asked what her Turfloop 

experience had meant to her,

Leeuw replied: ‘It taught me to

know myself. It taught me not to

allow my situation – either as a

black person or as a woman – to

pull me down. The idea of black

empowerment and black pride

was very strong in those days.

That is what Saso taught me. That

STOP PRESS  STOP PRESS  STOP PRESS  STOP PRESS  STOP PRESS

THE COUNTRY’S FIRST WOMAN JUDGE PRESIDENT

ACTING JUDGE PRESIDENT OF THE NORTH WEST HIGH COURT,

MONICA LEEUW, HAS BEEN APPOINTED PERMANENTLY TO THE

LEVEL OF JUDGE PRESIDENT. Her appointment was confirmed during

April of this year. This is the first time in the history of South Africa

that a woman has been elevated to this position. ‘My appointment

should be regarded as an important breakthrough in our struggle for

gender equality in the judiciary,’ Leeuw said. ‘There’s still a long way

to go, but at last the equalities espoused in the Constitution are 

beginning to come to pass on the ground.’

is definitely what Tiro believed. It

helped me a great deal in my per-

sonal life. As black people, we

didn’t want handouts; we wanted

fair opportunities. It was at the

university that these precepts were

embedded in our thinking.’

After a spell of teaching at the

University of Bophuthatswana –

Leeuw lectured in civil and 

criminal procedure and in 

practical legal training – she was

elevated to the bench in 1999.

She has served as a High Court

Judge in the North West Judicial

Division ever since. She is also 

a permanent judge of South

Africa’s Labour Appeal Court.

She is a woman of clear

thought and serious humanity. 

She is a deserving winner of the

Onkgopotse Tiro Excellence

Award. Above all, though, the

impression she leaves is one of a

woman whose course has not yet

been fully run. There’s a lot more

to come from Judge Monica

Leeuw.
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FROM DROPOUT TO CHIEF 
EXECUTIVE OFFICER
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THERE WAS SOMETHING QUITE PROPHETIC ABOUT

JABU MABUZA’S BIRTHPLACE. The CEO of the hugely

successful hotels and gaming enterprise, Tsogo Sun

Group, was born in Waterval Boven. That’s an 

important railway centre on the line the old Transvaal

Republic built between Pretoria and Lourenço Marques

(now Maputo) in the last decade of the 19th century.

Waterval Boven is situated at the top of the great

Drakensberg escarpment and Waterval Onder is 

situated at the bottom. Between the two stations lay

the most tortuous section of railway ever built in South

Africa. Originally, more than 200 metres of altitude

were accomplished in a mere eight kilometres. For

half that distance, a rack-rail system first used in the

Swiss Alps helped the trains from Onder to Boven at

walking pace. The ascent was a symbol of struggle

and great effort that certainly presaged the life and

achievements of Jabu Mabuza.

And these achievements were honoured when he

received an Onkgopotse Tiro Award for Excellence in

Business at the award banquet in November last year.

Mabuza was overjoyed at this recognition. ‘I stand

here with joy, pride and humility,’ he said in his

acceptance speech, ‘as I receive this award from my

alma mater – the University of Limpopo. Often, the

success that endures is not that which happens to 

land in your lap. Rather, it is through toiling that our

determination is harnessed. When I was admitted to

study at Turfloop, it was still a rarity for an African

child like me to complete matric and then proceed to

university.’

But it was by sheer perseverance that he broke the

mould. He was raised by his grandmothers, both

maternal and paternal, in a small rural village outside

White River. After completing his primary schooling

there, he proceeded to Kwa-Lugedlane, a village that

at the time, as he describes it, ‘was thick with SADF

soldiers and Frelimo freedom fighters’. Finally, he

found his way to KwaZulu-Natal where, at Ohlange Jabu Mabuza



skills. He enrolled in an Effective Leadership Program

at the University of Pennsylvania in 1996, and a few

years later attended an Executive Development

Program at the University of California.

Apart from his position at the top of the Tsogo Sun

Group, he has held, and continues to hold, directorships

for numerous South African companies, including

Amalgamated Retails Ltd, Amalgamated Banks of

Southern Africa (Absa), OK Bazaars and

Amalgamated Beverage Industries Ltd. Mabuza has

also served as chairman of the Mpumalanga

Development Corporation, the Southern African PGA

Tour, the Casino Association of South Africa, the South

African Tourism Board, as well as chief executive of

the South African Black Taxi Association.

‘One of the side effects of adversity is that you get

tossed overboard,’ Mabuza remarks. ‘You either sink

or swim. If through hard work and determination you

can make it to the shore, then in retrospect you have

to say that adversity was a good thing.

‘Having said that, though, I must admit that not

having a university degree was the hardest thing. 

And that is why this award from my alma mater is so

special to me. They have honoured me even though 

I had to drop out. This award makes me feel that at

last I have outlived my deepest disadvantage. It is my

most profound recognition.’

In this way, Mabuza has reached the top of his

long ascent, and has been welcomed like the trains

before him into the station at Waterval Boven, the

town where he was born.

The Tiro Awards
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High School in Inanda, he secured his matric in 1979.

‘For a year, I worked in a government office in

Benoni. Then I got my chance at tertiary education. 

I decided on law, enrolling for a B Proc degree. I did

my first year. I did my second. I was flying. Then 

disaster struck. My father got retrenched from his job.

There was economic hardship at home. I was left with

no alternative but to drop out. I have never had the

opportunity to go back. This is the biggest regret of

my life.’

The gradients through his private escarpment were

getting steeper, but he didn’t quit. He already knew –

perhaps from the wisdom of his grandmothers – that ‘it

is only through toiling that our determination is 

harnessed’. He drove taxis, not infrequently spending

uncomfortable nights at taxi ranks. ‘I endured that,’ 

he told his audience in his award acceptance speech,

‘not knowing what luxury car I might or might not one

day drive. All I knew was that I wanted to be 

somebody in life.’

After more taxi driving and working for a marketing

research company, Mabuza at last found his way into

the Foundation for African Business and Consumer

Services (Fabcos). There, his leadership qualities and

his talent for strategic thinking soon came to the fore.

While still in his early thirties, he became the chief

executive of Fabcos; and then, in 1993, he joined the

South African Breweries group of companies where he

worked at central executive level.

Before long, he found himself heading up the 

gaming operations of one of the SAB companies,

Southern Sun Hotels. It was around this time that he

went to the United States to broaden his executive
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