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“�From age 

8 or 9, we 

had to read 

and write 

for people. 

We had to 

hold people’s 

thoughts 

and ideas 

in great 

confidence.”

An Early Mission to Serve

As a boy, Temba walked about a mile to 
a grammar school in his village of Nonkobe, 
an enclave of about 500 people. In this one-
room school, each age group took a corner, 
overhearing the lessons of students older 
and younger. They called the building the 
Schoolhouse—“a different kind of School-
house—made entirely of rocks that the villag-
ers collected,” Temba laughs, comparing it  
to the Schoolhouse that presides over  
Groton’s Circle. 
	 Living in a highly educated family in a vil-
lage where few had formal schooling beyond 
high school, or even middle school, he recog-
nized the seriousness and privilege of educa-
tion. “In the village where we lived, my family 
members were the only educated people, and 
they were the only ones with a car,” he says. 
“Therefore our home was the post office.” 
Most of the letters came from the mines, 
where the young men in the village typically 
worked. Accepting a job was referred to as 
“joining” the mine. To eight-year-old Temba, 
learning to read meant he could uphold his 
family’s responsibility and share mine workers’ 
letters with their families.
	 “We knew we had to be available to read 
the letters from their loved ones in the mines 
or to write letters, whether of death or birth 
or divorce, whatever it was,” he says. “We 
went to school with the obligation of service 
instilled in our minds.”
	 Temba knew which families had members 
who could read the letters, and which did not. 
“My father used to come and deliver mail, and 
our job, as young children, because our parents 
were working in town, was to give people their 
mail,” he says. 
	 As he speaks, a scene emerges that he 
hadn’t recalled for years: “They would be sit-
ting around in a circle. Some of them would 
be in their red ochre clothing, kneeling, wait-
ing for their names to be read. Sometimes 
there would be little slips that indicated there 
was money being sent, or telegrams indicat-
ing that someone had died or something like 
that. So I would read the names, and those 

who could read would leave, and those who 
couldn’t read would stay.” 
	 Children in many of the families attended 
school, but families did not want them 
exposed to the harsh realities in those letters, 
Temba says. “From age 8 or 9, we had to read 
and write for people. We had to hold people’s 
thoughts and ideas in great confidence.”  
Perhaps that is when his career in education 
truly began. 

Straddling Two Worlds

Besides being the village post office, 
the Maqubelas’ home also was the spiritual 
center—an Anglican church —until Temba’s 
grandmother died and his father built a church 
in her memory. “I would say that our home 
was the home of light in the village,”  he says.
	 Nevertheless, Temba knew he would not 
live out his life in the village. “The thing is, we 
lived in two worlds,” he explains. “We lived in 
this incredible world of people who did not 
speak a single word of English, where there 
was no running water, no electricity. We stud-
ied using a candle. Then on vacations, we went 
to visit my grandfather, who worked at the 
university, where there was electricity, there 
was running water.”
	 That university professor, to this day, is 
revered as one of South Africa’s preeminent 
intellectuals. Temba’s maternal grandfather, 
Zachariah Keodirelang Matthews—known 
as Z.K.—became the first black to earn a 
degree from a South African university, and 
then blazed the same trail in law school. After 
briefly practicing law, he studied at Yale and 
the London School of Economics, and taught 
at the University of Fort Hare (a job from 
which he resigned in 1959 after the govern-
ment restricted the school to members of 
the Xhosa people). Botswana’s president 
appointed Matthews, his former professor, 
ambassador to the U.S., a position he held 
from 1966 until his death in 1968.
	 Temba becomes pensive while reflecting 
on the influence of all his grandparents—
Grady and Matilda Maqubela, a constant, 
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Temba and Vuyelwa 
Maqubela met with 
the Form of 2014 
at Parlor last spring.
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time, he and Vuyelwa corresponded, courting 
by letter. She would receive cards and letters 
with various postmarks, but she was never 
quite sure where he was. “They never had any 
return address because it wasn’t safe for him 
to divulge his whereabouts,” she says. “Every 
once in a while, I would get something from 
him that showed me he was still alive out 
there somewhere.”
	 The two finally reconnected, by chance, at 
a New Year’s Eve party in Botswana in 1984. 
“It was right at midnight, right around then,” 
said Vuyelwa. “He walked right in with his 
cousins, and the way I was seated I was pretty 
much the first person he saw when he walked 
in the door. We just looked at each other. We 

hadn’t seen each other in eight years.
	 “We just looked at each other, and the rest 
is history,” she says.
	 “The rest is history,” Temba repeats.
	 It was January 1, 1984, ten years to the day 
since they had first met. A few months later, 
they were engaged, but Vuyelwa was still living 
in South Africa and Temba in Botswana. He 
was still a wanted man, and police watched 
Vuyelwa’s every move. She visited her fiancé 
every couple weeks, each time dutifully 
reporting to authorities. Police questioned her 
regularly.
	 Memories overwhelm Vuyelwa as she tells 
the story. “Oh, my God, where do I begin?” 
she says. “At the border gates they would stop 
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he taught chemistry. Vuyelwa would later 
substitute in public schools, but first taught 
English as a second language part-time at the 
Fashion Institute of Technology. “They had 
late afternoon and evening hours so I would 
leave home at about 2 on the train and Temba 
would leave his work at the same time, and  
we would meet in Times Square and exchange 
the baby,” Vuyelwa says. 
	 Kanyi thrived. “He was chubby and preco-
cious and just happy. A happy, happy baby,” 
says Vuyelwa, who made sure Kanyi ate three 
full meals, no different than children of means 
in New York. “We had one meal, but our baby 
had three meals a day. Three square meals a 
day. Fruit. Veggies. Juice. He had everything.” 
She remembers buying fish with food stamps 
at a high-end grocery store in Manhattan, 
eliciting stares from the cashiers. 
	 After a year teaching in Long Island City, 
Temba heard about an opening at Phillips 
Academy, Andover. He started as a chemistry 
teacher and, 26 years later, would leave as 
assistant head for academics and dean of fac-
ulty—and still a dedicated teacher. He plans  
to teach organic chemistry at Groton. 
	 Vuyelwa taught English at Andover (as she 
does at Groton), coached track, and headed a 
dormitory for 25 years; at many times through 
the years, she championed increased access 
to educational opportunity. She has directed 
the Independent School South Africa Educa-
tion Program; launched, with her husband 
and other colleagues, a summer program, the 
African Studies Institute; and co-directed the 
Andover Breadloaf Writing Workshop. Before 
teaching at Andover, she was diversity direc-
tor and English teacher at Pingree School, 
a fifth grade teacher at the Pike School, and 
an English teacher at Fidelitas High School 
in Soweto. She earned a bachelor’s degree 
from University of Fort Hare in South Africa, 
a master’s degree in education from Lesley 
University, and did post-graduate work at the 
University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. 
The Maqubelas’ three children, Kanyi, Pumi, 
and Tebs, grew up at Phillips Academy, Ando-
ver, from which they graduated. 
	 Among Temba’s proudest achievements, 

he says, are the students he taught who went 
on to their own teaching careers. In fact, five 
former students—all of them women—taught 
chemistry at Andover; three are still teaching, 
one is a chemical engineer, and the other is 
studying medicine. Temba was an enthusias-
tic mentor, known for believing in his students 
even when they didn’t believe in themselves. 
He routinely met with a group on Sunday 
mornings to keep them on track, and often 
spurred a struggling student beyond an aca-
demic impasse. Many gained confidence and 
moved on to more advanced work in  
the sciences.
	 During his Andover tenure, Temba chaired 
the Chemistry Department and directed 
(MS)2, a summer program that strength-
ens math and science skills among economi-
cally disadvantaged African American, Latino, 
and Native American public high school stu-
dents. He launched the ACE Scholars Pro-
gram, which tackles the preparation gap among 
gifted students, and took the lead on Ando-
ver’s Global Perspectives Group, which focuses 
on global education for students and faculty. 
	 Groton School’s Board of Trustees recog-
nized how well Temba’s experience, leadership, 
and values fit with the School’s mission. After 
an exhaustive search that yielded numerous 
qualified candidates, Board President James 
H. Higgins summed up the search commit-
tee’s decision last October: “Groton’s leader 
must have intellectual depth and curiosity; be 
decisive yet dedicated to collaboration; engage 
the School community warmly, as family; pos-
sess a comforting core of spiritual ground-
ing and discovery; and exhibit unceasing drive 
for excellence, open access, and an apprecia-
tion of the world around us,” he said. “Temba 
Maqubela is such a person.”

No One Is a Stranger

Temba frequently uses the word 
“inclusion.” “Boarding schools of course can be 
considered elitist,” he says, “but at their most 
fundamental they’re about community—about 
how to start a village where children are never 

Temba was an 

enthusiastic 

mentor, known 

for believing 

in his students 

even when they 

didn’t believe in 

themselves.
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Vuyelwa and Temba 
with their children, 
(from left) Kanyi, 
a recent graduate of 
Stanford University; 
Tebs, a current student 
at Boston College; 
and Pumi, a recent 
graduate of Dartmouth 
College
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lost, where no one is a stranger. Everyone 
belongs. We’ll be continuing and building 
upon Groton’s excellence and the sense of 
belonging and inclusion here.”
	 He is determined to tackle the prepara-
tion gap—the fact that not all students arrive 
at Groton with the same skills and education. 
“If we as an institution exclude by not level-
ing the playing field, consciously or uncon-
sciously, we are wasting resources,” he says. 
“We are failing our obligation for inclusion.” 
	 The Maqubelas’ own story of inclu-
sion winds through countries and decades, 
through poverty, persecution, courage, and 
opportunity. Their journey has been an odys-
sey, their life a mission, their tale an epic. 
Yet much of their story can be summarized 
through just a few words: their names. 
	 In South Africa, naming children is a 
serious endeavor, and names carry powerful, 

sometimes fateful, messages. Indeed, the 
Maqubelas’ names reveal much about their 
lives. Their eldest son, Kanyi (short for 
Sikanyiselwe), 28, was born when they 
believed their struggle was nearly over; his 
name, roughly translated from Xhosa, means 
“we see light at the end of the tunnel.” Pumi 
(for Pumelele), 25, was their first child born 
in America; his name means “succeeded.” 
Tebs (a nickname for Tebogo, his father’s 
middle name) simply means “thanksgiving”: 
Temba and Vuyelwa were grateful when he 
arrived 20 years ago. 
	 Temba means hope, faith, trust.
	 Vuyelwa means joy.
	 So how does the name Maqubela—a 
four-syllable word punctuated with a Xhosa 
click of the throat—tell their story, and per-
haps the story of Groton? 
	 Maqubela means progress. 
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