This pack compliments the teaching
of history and citizenship at Key
Stage 3 (England) and Grades 7-9
(South Africa).
It can be used to support a visit to
Delville Wood Memorial in France,
where the We Die Like Brothers
exhibition about the Mendi was
opened in summer 2015, or it can be
used to explore the First World War
in the classroom. This pack was
created to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the loss of the Mendi
in 2017.
Activities within this pack could also
form a stimulus for literacy, art and
design.
Equipment:
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Activity 6
Oral History

Oral History
Not all history is written down – in many cultures history
is passed from person to person as stories. This is called
oral history and it can be used to fill in gaps in the official
histories and to add human experience to historical
situations, though it does have its limitations as a source of
information. In this activity you will explore oral history as a
source. Read the information and sources on page 24 to
explore the use of oral history as a source of evidence.

Learning outcomes
Pupils will explore oral history as a source.
Pupils will begin to understand the values and limitations of
spoken word sources.

Sources A–K on page 24.
Work books and writing materials.
Words highlighted in green can be
found in the glossary at the back of
the resource pack.

Homework/Extension activities
Homework/extension activities – Conduct some oral
history research of your own. Is there anyone in your family
that has been to war? Record their stories, or choose a
topic as a class that could be the focus of an oral history
project. This could be a local historical event, or even
something more recent that has affected your class and
your friends.
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24.

In South Africa, where the men of the South African Native Labour Corps came from, storytelling
was a very common way of passing on historical information and traditionally young people
would learn the history of their country from their parents and grandparents.
One of the stories passed down through oral history is that of the death dance (see Activity 5 –
The Death Dance) in which Isaac Dhobya rallied the men of the Mendi and encouraged them to
be brave and dance with the words ‘We die like brothers’, as the ship sank below the waves.
Historians have analysed the story of the death dance and tried to work out whether it happened
exactly as it is reported or not. Look at the information below and analyse it to come to your
own conclusion as to whether you think the death dance happened as it is reported.
Start by separating the sentences A-K into two columns – one that supports the story being
accurate, and one that suggests that the story may not be accurate. Then write a short paragraph
to give your conclusion, and to explain what evidence led you to support that conclusion.

A Shortly after the sinking of the Mendi

B In 1936, nearly 20 years after the sinking,

C In history, things that are written down a

D It may have taken a long time for the story

stories began to circulate of the bravery of
Isaac Dhobya and of him playing a special role
in the in the events following the collision with
the Darro.
long time after an event are always questioned
– are they likely to be true when the events
they record happened so long ago?

E Mquhayi’s choice of words suggest that he

was not reporting something new, merely
writing down something that people in
South Africa had known, and talked about, for
many years.

G

Dr Herslet, who was onboard the Mendi
when it sank also praised Dhobya’s ‘valuable
work’ in a speech in 1931. He might have
been talking about Dhobya’s work onboard
the ship or in the South African Native Labour
Corps, or it may have been a reference to
something Dhobya did as the ship sank.

J The Mendi sank quickly after the collision,

slipping beneath the waves in just 20 minutes.
As water poured into the hole in the side of
the ship, the Mendi leant to one side. The deck
would have been slippery due to the fog and
men would have had to hold on to stop
themselves from sliding towards the water.
Is it likely that they were able to dance upon
the deck?

Samuel E K Mqhayi wrote a detailed account
of Dhobya’s words on the Mendi. This was not
the first time that they had been written
down, but this was the most detailed to date.
of the death dance to be written down
because written history was less important in
African societies than oral history – that which
is passed on through storytelling.

F Mquhayi was a celebrated South African
poet, praise singer and historian.

H None of the survivors recalled having

witnessed a death dance taking place on
board the ship in the inquiry into the sinking.

I

The story of the death dance has been
used for political reasons to rally South
Africans to work together in the face of
adversity. It may have been exaggerated to be
more evocative.

K Dhobya was older than many of the men

on the Mendi, and as a clergyman would have
had an air of authority. He would have been
someone that the men looked to for
reassurance and guidance, both during the
sinking of the ship and before this as they
embarked on the voyage to Europe.
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The story is accurate

The story is not accurate

26.
Your conclusion
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The Truth
Dhobya was a religious man and a figure of authority. It is likely that in the aftermath of the
collision he would have been a source of support and comfort to the men around him. In the
dark night, words of courage and strength would have been spoken – either prayers, or words of
bravery like those Dhobya is reported to have said. It seems likely that the story, which only
appears written down years later, has an element of truth in it, though it may have been adapted
over the years to become the story that it is today.
Does it matter?
As historians we seek the truth. However, when words reported are of such comfort and such
strength to those in the South African Native Labour Corps’ homelands, does it matter if they
were actually spoken on board the ship or not, when they accurately sum up the feelings of a
nation towards their loved ones lost in this tragedy and when they express the feelings of a
nation oppressed by racial segregation?
What do you think?
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This pack compliments the teaching
of history and citizenship at Key
Stage 3 (England) and Grades 7-9
(South Africa).
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Activity 7
Making Links

It can be used to support a visit to
Delville Wood Memorial in France,
where the We Die Like Brothers
exhibition about the Mendi was
opened in summer 2015, or it can be
used to explore the First World War
in the classroom. This pack was
created to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the loss of the Mendi
in 2017.

Making Links
The story of the Mendi brings together South African and
British people, but the wreck has different prominence in
each country. Explore this by contacting a school at the
opposite end of the Atlantic Ocean, and work together to
understand the perspective of the other nation. Use the
information on page xx to help you do this.

Activities within this pack could also
form a stimulus for literacy, art and
design.

Learning outcomes
Pupils will explore the history of the Mendi from another
perspective.

Equipment:

Pupils will develop a global understanding of the events
and their significance.

Making Links Activity on page 29
Workbooks and writing materials.
Words highlighted in green can be
found in the glossary at the back of
the resource pack.

Pupils will work together to answer questions, promoting
unity and collaboration.

Homework/Extension activities
Why is it important that the ship is remembered? Discuss
this as a class, and link it to the next activity, which explores
the ship as a memorial.

SS MENDI
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The story of the Mendi brings together South
African and British people, but the wreck has
different prominence in each country. Explore this
by contacting a school at the opposite end of the
Atlantic Ocean, and work together to understand
the perspective of the other nation.
Teachers:
For this activity you will need to contact an English
Secondary school, if you are teaching in South
Africa, or a South African one if you are teaching in
England.
For Teachers in South Africa:
You can find a list of English Secondary Schools via
this website: http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/ (Remit
will be ‘School’ and Provider will be ‘Secondary’) or
here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_schools_in_England
Address your correspondence to the Head of
Department for KS3 History
For Teachers in England:
You can find information on South African Schools
here: http://saschools.co.za/directory.php or here

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_high_schools_in_South_Africa

You will need to contact a secondary school, and
address your correspondence to the Head of
Social Sciences for grades 7-9.
Students:
English and South African schools need to work
together for this activity. Through your teacher,
contact a school in the other country. They might
not be studying the Mendi, but they may help you
to explore it by sharing their knowledge.
Develop a questionnaire about the Mendi,
starting with:
Have you heard of the Mendi?
The rest of the questions are up to you but might
include questions exploring survey participants’
knowledge of the First World War or the roles of
the labour corps. When your class has finished
designing the questionnaire, collect results by
asking the questions to friends and family, or with
your teacher and parents’ consent, to members
of your community (for example in town or on
the High Street).

Ask the school you are partnering with to do the
same.
Students in England are not likely to identify
many people that have heard of the Mendi. How
many of the South African people participating in
the survey have heard of the ship?
Use graphs to show the results of your
questionnaire, and those of your chosen partner
school.
Discuss as a class, and discuss with your partner
school (for example using letters, email or Skype),
why the results are different. Use your graphs and
discussion to create a poster about what you
have learnt.
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This pack compliments the teaching
of history and citizenship at Key
Stage 3 (England) and Grades 7-9
(South Africa).
It can be used to support a visit to
Delville Wood Memorial in France,
where the We Die Like Brothers
exhibition about the Mendi was
opened in summer 2015, or it can be
used to explore the First World War
in the classroom. This pack was
created to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the loss of the Mendi
in 2017.
Activities within this pack could also
form a stimulus for literacy, art and
design.
Equipment:
Workbooks and writing materials.
Words highlighted in green can be
found in the glossary at the back of
the resource pack.
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Activity 8
In Memoriam

In Memoriam
The wreck of the Mendi is disintegrating through natural
processes that affect many materials over time.
Eventually it will degrade altogether and very little will
remain on the seabed. Even though the ship will disappear,
its story must not.
The Mendi is a war memorial and is protected as the grave
of many of the men who died.
As a class, look at different types of war memorial, including
Delville Wood and a local example.
Discuss as a class why memorials are important. Include
ideas of remembrance, education and the resonance of
memorials with people today.
Research the various memorials to the Mendi – where are
they located? Include artist Dr Shawn-Naphtali Sobers’
work commemorating the Mendi (available online) in your
exploration of memorials. Dr Sobers’ work represents a
new approach to commemoration that links the present
and the past. Discuss this approach – do your pupils like it?
Ask them to discuss their reasons.
Learning outcomes
Pupils will understand that memorials not only
commemorate the dead, but also educate people about
events in the past.
Pupils will gain perspective into how valuable memorials
are for communities that visit them or are represented by
them.
Pupils will understand how memorials can be used to
reinforce a sense of national, local or community identity.

Homework/Extension activities
Having understood why memorials are important, think
about what aspects of the story of the Mendi are most
poignant to you. Design your own Mendi memorial to
convey this. Words and poems can be memorials, as well as
paintings, films and statues.
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This pack compliments the teaching
of history and citizenship at Key
Stage 3 (England) and Grades 7-9
(South Africa).
It can be used to support a visit to
Delville Wood Memorial in France,
where the We Die Like Brothers
exhibition about the Mendi was
opened in summer 2015, or it can be
used to explore the First World War
in the classroom. This pack was
created to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the loss of the Mendi
in 2017.
Activities within this pack could also
form a stimulus for literacy, art and
design.
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Activity 9
Traces of the Past

Traces of the Past
The Mendi is one of Britain’s most important First World
War relics, and yet it is not very well known in Britain. This
activity encourages you to explore other First World War
relics in England.

Learning outcomes
Pupils will extend their knowledge of the First World War
on the Home Front.
Pupils will become familiar with sources for historical
research available from an external source.

Equipment:
Traces of the Past worksheet on
page 32
Workbooks and writing materials.
Words highlighted in green can be
found in the glossary at the back of
the resource pack.

Homework/Extension activities
What can you find out about the First World War by
exploring the places that have a connection with the war
on Historic England’s website?
Using the National Heritage List for England, find a place
with a connection to the First World War close to where
you live.
Do you think it is important that places with a connection
to the war are protected and preserved for the future?
Why?

SS MENDI
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Historic England has been researching all of England’s First World War sites to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the conflict. Explore them on this web page:
https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/first-world-war-home-front/what-we-already-know/
Choose two surviving First World War buildings or sites from the web page above and research them
online.
The National Heritage List for England has more details of all of England’s historic places and might help
you with your research. You can explore the list here https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
Use the table below to contrast and compare the two sites you have chosen. We have filled in the table
with information on the Mendi as an example.

Example
Name of place/site
Location

Brief description

SS Mendi
11 miles south west
of the Isle of Wight,
Hampshire

Steamship that sank after a
collision in February 1917.
Over 600 lives lost in
the water.

Significance
(local, national,
international)

The ship has local significance to
the communities that lost men
in the tragedy, national
significance throughout South
Africa, and international
significance as the wreck lies in
British waters but was carrying
South African men to France.

Is the site listed
or protected?
Give details

Yes – the ship is a war grave
protected by the Protection
of Military Remains Act
(1986).

Were there any
commemorative
events held here
for the First World
War centenary?

Yes – ships from the South
African and Royal Navies laid
wreaths on the site; services
were held in Southampton and
Portsmouth;
Royal Navy divers laid a flag on
the ship itself.

Building or Site 1

Building or Site 2

This pack compliments the teaching
of history and citizenship at Key
Stage 3 (England) and Grades 7-9
(South Africa).
It can be used to support a visit to
Delville Wood Memorial in France,
where the We Die Like Brothers
exhibition about the Mendi was
opened in summer 2015, or it can be
used to explore the First World War
in the classroom. This pack was
created to commemorate the 100th
anniversary of the loss of the Mendi
in 2017.
Activities within this pack could also
form a stimulus for literacy, art and
design.
Equipment:
Artefacts shown on pages 34-35.
Workbooks and writing materials.
Words highlighted in green can be
found in the glossary at the back of
the resource pack.
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Activity 10
Exploring Archaeology

Exploring Archaeology
Archaeologists have been studying the Mendi. We can learn
about the story of the Mendi from the wreck, and from
artefacts that have been found on the site. Without these,
we would not have been able to indentify the wreck.
Study the artefacts and geophysical survey images on the
next page and answer the questions about them. If you are
visiting the exhibition you could undertake this activity
whilst you are there.

Learning outcomes
Pupils will explore different sources of information to
continue their exploration of the Mendi.
Pupils will become aware of how archaeology can
contribute to historical narrative.

Homework/Extension activities
Once the ship had been identified, it was surveyed using
geophysics. Compare the survey results with the ship’s plan
– both are on the worksheet included in this pack.
Can you see any of the features on the plan on the
geophysics image? Label them.

SS MENDI

Artefact 1 – Porthole
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We can understand much about the story of the
Mendi from the artefacts that have been found
on the site by archaeologists.
This porthole has bars across it. There are several
reasons to put bars on a window, including for
safety (if the porthole was low in the water) or
security (to keep someone or something out, or
to keep someone or something locked in).
Archaeologists have identified this as the porthole
from the purser’s cabin.
What was a purser?
And why did his window have bars?
Look at the ship’s plan – can you find the Purser’s
cabin?

This plate allowed divers to confirm that this ship
is the Mendi.
Can you read the writing on it?
What does it say?
How might it help us to identify the ship?

Artefact 2 – Plate
We Die Like Brothers
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In 2017 the bell of the Mendi was given
anonymously to a BBC reporter. Before the ship
was protected as a war grave in 2009, it was legal
to remove objects from it and divers used to
visit the ship to look for souvenirs. The bell was
probably removed a long time ago but now that
the ship is recognised as the resting place of
hundreds of men, the finder of the bell wanted
it to be given to a museum. Each artefact
from the wreck is like a piece of a jigsaw that
tells us more about the site and its story.
Look carefully at the bell. It is broken and the
crack in the front of it means that it will no
longer ring. It is likely that the crack in the
bell occurred when the ship sank, meaning
that the last time the bell was heard was on
the morning of 21st February 1917 as the
Mendi sank below the waves.
Why is it important that divers exploring
shipwrecks work with archaeologists to
report the things they find?
Listen to the poem used in
Activity 13 – Cultural Identity
on page xx as inspiration.

Artefact 3 – Ship’s Bell
The bell rang for the last time in the darkness of the morning of February 21st 1917 – this is an
evocative image. Use this as inspiration for a piece of creative writing about the Mendi.
We have written the first sentence below as a starting point. Listen to the poem used in the
Cultural Identity activity as inspiration.
It was foggy and dark, chaotic and confusing, but I could hear the bell, calling us up onto the deck to
meet what God, and fate, had in store for us.
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Once the ship had been identified, it was surveyed using geophysical survey. Compare the survey results
with the ship’s plan. Can you see any of the features on the plan on the geophysics image? Label them.
Stern

Boilers

Bow

Foremast

Mainmast

This survey was carried out by the Royal Navy in 2018.
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ANSWER PAGE

Stern

Stern

Mainmast

Mainmast

Boilers

Foremast

Boilers

Foremast

Bow

Bow
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