
 
Brief Biographies of the “Twelve Disciples of Nelson Mandela” 

 
Billy Mokhonoana (Marakas) was the head of the ANC Youth League. After the Sharpeville 
Massacre, Mokhonoana burned his pass, went underground and was the first to leave the 
country. He organized safe passage for the rest to follow. Mokhonoana died in London in 1962 
under mysterious circumstances, reportedly while riding his motorcycle.  
 
Selebano Mathlape (Thlaps) went from Tanganyika (modern-day Tanzania) to study 
economics in Yugoslavia, East Germany and England. He worked in Holland, where he started 
the Economic Research Training for Post-Apartheid South Africa Institute. Until he passed away 
in 2005, he was chair of the Free State Development Corporation and political advisor to the 
Premier of the Free State.   
 
Moses Medupe (Dups) went from Tanganyika to Yugoslavia, where he studied economics.  As 
director of the ANC Staff Furniture project, he produced and sold furniture to raise funds for the 
ANC. In 1992 he returned to Bloemfontein, where he was deputy director of public works in the 
provincial government. He passed away in early 2006. 
 
Benjamin Pule Leinaeng (Lee) was the filmmaker’s stepfather. From Tanganyika, Leinaeng 
was sent to East Germany to study journalism for one year, then returned to Dar es Salaam in 
Tanzania, where he worked in the publicity department of the ANC. He became a founding 
member and the editor of Spotlight, a weekly ANC bulletin, and SA Freedom News. In 1967 he 
went to the United States. on a scholarship to study at Lincoln University and then Temple 
University. He received a master’s degree from New York University in 1976. In New York City 
he helped establish the ANC Mission at the United Nations, served as chairperson of the ANC 
chapter in New York State and later became acting chairperson of the regional political 
committee of the ANC in the U.S. Leinaeng was a staff member of the UN’s Anti-Apartheid Unit, 
for which he translated and broadcast anti-apartheid programs in Tswana, his native language, 
to the front-line states in Southern Africa. He returned to Bloemfontein to live in 1995 and went 
into the construction business with his brother. Leinaeng died in January 2000.  
 
Joseph Shuping Coapage (Coaps) ended up spending most of his life in the United States. 
From Tanganyika he left to attend college in Germany and later at Lincoln University and 
Temple University in the United States. He worked for many years at the ANC Mission at the 
UN, traveling around the United States giving speeches and raising awareness of the anti-
apartheid struggle. He died in Philadelphia in 1995. His body was flown back to Bloemfontein to 
be buried. 
 
Theodore Motobi (Motobi) went from Tanganyika to Cuba for military training and to study 
economics. He returned to Africa and worked for MK, the military wing of the ANC, as chief of 
logistics in Zambia. He contracted tuberculosis and died in Angola in 1980. 
 
Dr. Pul e Matjoa (Pule) worked in the Ministry of Communications in Tanganyika and then went 
to Cuba for military training. In Cuba he became a dentist. In 1972 he returned to Dar es 
Salaam, where he was medical officer in the ANC camps for six years. Then he went to 
Lesotho, where he joined the Ministry of Health as chief dentist for the entire country, while also 
serving on the ANC’s Security Council. He returned to South Africa in 1992 and worked for the 
Ministry of Health until he retired in 2005. He still has a small private practice.  
 
General Percy Mokonopi (Percy) is the only living disciple who never returned to or visited 
Bloemfontein. From Tanganyika, he went to Cuba for military training and education, but soon 
after he arrived, he left Cuba to work with ANC’s military wing in Africa. He was the ANC 
representative in Angola and later served on the Helsinki World Peace Council. He returned to 
South Africa in 1992, settling in Pretoria and becoming general of the SA police forces after 



independence. His family excommunicated him after he “skipped” the country. After the 
director’s interview with him in 2002, he went missing and is presumed dead. 
 
Mathew Mokgele (Beans) went from Tanganyika to Cuba for military training. After seeing his 
boxing talent, the Cubans began training him for the Olympics. Following an injury, he returned 
to East Africa, where he joined the military wing of the ANC. He returned to Bloemfontein in 
1991 and lives in the house in which he was raised. 
 
Peter Swartz (Peter) was the only Coloured of the group and an active member of the ANC in 
the Coloured community of Bloemfontein. (Note: The term “Coloured” was one of the official 
racial categories used by the South African government during apartheid — the term denotes a 
person of mixed race. Coloureds were also subject to South Africa’s apartheid laws; they 
worked together with blacks and Asians to dismantle the system and fight for freedom). Peter 
made two aborted attempts to leave South Africa before joining the Twelve, but had been 
arrested and sent back.  For this reason he was well known to the South African authorities. The 
third time he left, he met up with the Twelve en route to Dar es Salaam, where he attended 
Kivukoni College, and then went to the United Kingdom, where he studied at the London School 
of Economics. He disappeared in London in 1965, never to be seen or heard from again. In 
response to persistent police harassment, his family in Bloemfontein destroyed all of his 
personal items, including photographs. 
 
Bethuel Setai (Setai) went from Tanganyika to the United States in 1962 to attend Lincoln 
University. He later received a Ph.D. in economics from Columbia University and helped set up 
an ANC office in New York City. He taught at the University of California Santa Cruz, and at 
Lincoln University. In 1991 he returned to South Africa and now works as a consultant to the 
South African government. 
 
Mochubela Seekoe (Wesi) went from Tanganyika to Cuba for military and academic training, 
by way of Khartoum, Sudan, where he met and spent a week with Nelson Mandela (as did the 
others who went to Cuba). He joined MK (the military wing of the ANC) and was ANC 
representative in Dar es Salaam until 1971, when he was sent to the USSR to study chemistry. 
He stayed in Russia for 10 years to get his Ph.D. In 1980 he went to Lusaka and then in 1983 
went to the southern African country of Lesotho on diplomatic missions for the ANC. In 1989 he 
came to St. Louis to teach and do research and in 1998, he returned to South Africa. Until 2005 
he was the South African ambassador to Russia. 
 
 
 
 


