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·.rhi.:i3thesis examl.nes cultural. expres'sions and cQ,mrnunity

attr;:.r:hment,and their relaticn to ~ach other, in the

creation and maintenance of urban identity.. In exatttining
\,'

this, the thesis considers a number of key cultural forms

in Sharpeville such as boxing;,~football, musicial

performance, youth. gangs, .and styles of dress .. It argues

that, co;;lceptually, Hcommunity"is never static; rat,}fer
I,

//
it is a state of existence, a perception, for a grouping

i\.,.
of people. At a given r '~iD1ethey may consider themselves

{J

to be collectively part of or constitute a community; at

another, their attachments may be to a different entity -

the local neighoot:rhoqd, for exup?,k.
/

/

The empirical dat,a was derived ,mainly from primary

sources altho . due to the historical time-peripe

examined - namely 1943 to 1985 - there was Rami'!reference

to secondary sources. The r6:search involved mainly



in-depth interviews and participant observation. By
admini,stering a que£tic!lnaire, "kAY" informarl.tswithin
the variQus cultural areas examined were identifed and
intervi~wed at l~ngth, sometimes more than once.

'.lb."! thesis a.t'Juesthat "communities" only gain a sense of
cohesion, "identit;(' and unity at;certain specific
historical moments; at otn.~r times the cultured focus
within them may in fact express qult:e other meanings than
those of "community" for their members. 'l'htsidentity io
.aeen thus as botih a product of thel structural features
which inform, influence and even dictate its direction as
well as the responses and actions of the residents
themselves, in shaping its outcome.
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Introdu.ction

I first visited Sharpeville in 1984 while researching the
topic of my honours dissertation on the oldest surviving
jazz band in South Africa, the Sharpetown Swingsters. I
was aware of the political symbolism attached to th~ name
of Sharpeville and was not unduly surprised to note a
remarkable sense of cohesiveness and unity displayed by
the residents there during a rent boycott which had begun
seme months before. Ho~ever! in discussing various
cultural activities, particularly those of the
competitive sports of boxing and football, I became aware
of a profound senae of area rivalry which had existed
within the township from its inception. Yet, in these
same activities, there often existed a sense of unity
when faced by a ~real or perceived) challenge from other
areas, particulaJ':ly from Soweto.1 This situation was
the.refore similar to that described by Evans-Pritchard of
the Nuer, where normally antagonistic tribal groupings
fuse in order to oppose outside threats.2 However, it
was complicated becauee, in Sharpeville, the response to
outside challenges was not always characterised by this
sense of unitr. Thusf in order to explain these
responses, along with those in the realm of political
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activity, the formation and operation of culture and
cultural expression, and how these relate to community
and the feeling of belonging to a community, needed to be
clea~ly understood.

This thesis then, examines cultural expressions and
community attachment, and their relation to each other,
in the creation and maintenance of urban identity in the
township of Shazpeville. In examining cultural
expressicns, the study goes beyond the theoretical
approaches utilised in earlier anthropological ~rban
studies based in South Africa, such as those conducted by
M~.yer, Pauw, Wilson and MafeJo, and Kuper, whose chief
concern was to explain the process of urbanisation,> The
approach adopted by thes ..~ author~ f while e~. :i.ri.cally
ricll, is theoretically inadequate, especially because,
after unsuccessfully explaining the process of
urbanisation, many concluded that a viable urban African...

culture in South Africa did not eXist.3 The object of
Chapter One of this thesis then, is to p~ovide a clear
theoretical framework to facilitate a more rigorous
understanding of urban ;'"1frican culture. An in-depth
overview of the South .Afrinan studies is prl.l'ridedin this
chapter and is placed here as part of the process of
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developing a framework in which to e)cplain the concepts
of "culture" and "community". Once concluded, the thesis
turn~ to the overall focus of the study, that is, the
townshi9 of Sharpeville.

The township of Sharpeville is the oldest of the six
surviving townships in the Vaal Triangle. It lies in the
magisterial district ,of Vereeniging, some five kilometres
to the west of the central business district, just over
seventy kilometres fr.om Johannesburg. The Sharpeville of
'today has si:v.teenprj.mary schools, three high schools,
one library, two community halls, nine church~s and one
lloccer field. 'l'wentyseven kilometr~s of its roads. are
ta.rred, cOlpprising only the main roads in the township. 4
Most employable residents out of a total population of
46 143 seek work in Vexeeniging, although a small
proportior. are self-employed.5 Sharpeville was
established in 1942, th~ prod.uct of the destruction of
the original black settlement area in the region, the
freehold township of Top Location. Sharpeville has not
expand~d much since its establishment; only 480 more F .""t

the original hou.ses have been built,6 and, since 1960,

its official population has increased by less than
10 000.7 The reason for this is that its neighbour,
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sebokeng, ten kiJ.ametres to the west, which was
constructed in 1966, was intended to become the only
black township in the Vaal Triangle. Th.:f.swas part of the
state's policy of "grand apartheid", which, introduced in
t.he19505, sought to get rid of th~ long establisred

Ii

freehold areas, 'Such as Sophia town i.p. Johannesbm:ij'and
Lady Selbourne and Newclare in Pretoria, and move black
people living in the urban areas further away from city
and town centres.8 While not a freehold area,
Sharpeville was marked for removal because it was
considered to be too close to the Vereeniging CBD..It'
escaped removal because the state, after initially

(,',jlplanning a gradual removal over a period of twenty years,
i'leventually contended that it would be too costly to

completf;.9

Sha:r:peville'~ establishment then, was not part of Hgrand
apartheid" and came about at a time when state policy was
indecisive and unclear, uncert in of how to deal with 'the
enormous economic and social expanaLon that had occurred
during the second world war. During this period, the:t'e
were a number of similarities which characterised most
Reef tOltitlS. The economic boom which accompanied the
outbreak of WWII coupled with economic decline in the
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Rand's rural hinterland saw massive increases in urban
populations, which in turn resulted in severe
overcrowding, bad sanitation, inadequate prevision of

basic social amenities, the increase and spread of
diseases, and "scalating, often militant, social
discontent. Yet, while these towns experienced similar
problems, because there did not exist a general, gu~Jiing
,tate policy, the Lesponses to ~hese problems by local
bodie.:~{e in no way similar and were often isolated, aq

( ,
hoc re~_.ions to urban crises. Thus Vereenigtng was
si~ilar in industrial composition to the East Rand. Both
.of the •• areas had (and still have) large-scall5l iron ar..d

\;,

steel works, and, both experienced considerable indu*trial\\
\1

expansion during WHII, accompanied by .. ssive population
increa.ses I~nd ensuing social crisQs. But tha :t'e.pons...by
thei~ respective local governing bodies were cocilpletely

different. The Vereeniging To~ Council was ahle to
contain the crisis by creating Sharp6ville~ while the
Benoni ,]"ownCouncil, experiencing strbng resistance from
residents and "illegal" lodgers to any suggestion of
displacement, could only respond by creating a "tent
town. 1110
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A result of a:a of this was that Sharpeville t a
establishment was, in a sense, unique, and, for its new
inhabitants, the initial experiences were f()rthe most
part new and unfamiliar ones. Indeed, Sharpf!ville's
inhabitants experienced a removal a decade before the era
of grand-scale ~,orced removals which characterised the
1950s and 19608, a removal which was also quita different
from those which came later. The inhabi ta.1~tsof Top
Location were gradually moved to Sharpevillei sonteof
them moved volunt,arily~ and the enl::irepopulation. took
some tWE}Pty years to movec It was thus very unlike the

"forced removals which came later which were carried out
with brutal swiftness and which had the effect of
disrupting and 'lreaking down affected commun:lties .11 This
was a significant el.ement in the subsequenir social and
cultural development of thE>tOmshipt and is the basis"
for understanding the subsequent cultural expression~.
However, statillg that the establishment of Sharpeville
was unique is not to suggest that the township is very
different from the other urban townships on the Reef.
Socially and culturally there ar~ strong resemblances
between them. Urban cultural institutions such as the
shaheen and the stokfel, which span the Witwatersrand
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and which have been present since townships were first
established, have thrived in Sharpeville and still do
today. 12 From a political perspective however,
Sharpeville presents significant contrasts with other
townships.

In its fc.,rtyseven years of existence Sharpev"ille has
managed t,ocreate for itseif a name which has political
connotations of one sort or another to people allover
th~ world. Indeed, the tragic ev~nt8 on March 21, 1960

(!

there are well-known world-wide and as Chaskalson has
r,

observed:
People with only a fleeting knowledge of South
African history are aware of the events of 21 March
1960 and Sharpeville Day is annually commeT~rated by
opponents of aE!rtheid allover the world.

In later times, the Vaal Triangle upheaval in september,
1984, and the subse~~nt trial and conviction of six

j','

"peoplt?llpopularly k.n~wn as the "Sharpeville Six", for
their part in the death of a councillor during the
upheaval, saw the name of Sharpevi.lle once again drawing
world-wide attention. In the political sphere,
Sharpeville is both a symbol of resistance for
apartheid's opponents andl to the right wing of South
Africa IS pol.itical spectrum, a remi.nder of the spectre of
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black ,uprising* However, during discussions and
interviews with residents living in Sharpeville~ I
observed that whi~i'amost we~e aware of the political
focus upon their home, they did not accord it as much
importance as ! had expected. Indeed, on commencing my
research in th~ township, nlanyresidents pressed me for
my reasons for selecting their home. Initially I found
this quite surprising as I had expected them to be quite

'I;

used to the pilgrima9E.~of press reporters and other
interested parties. Yet residents quizzed m~ for the
reasons ~ wa~ there; a~d perhaps significantly~ some
wanted teihear that I was there for reasons other than
that of 'thep<:>litlcalevents which had t1u:'ustthe name of
Sharpeville into the pol:tt;licalspotlight.

The political symbolism associated with Sharpeville, its
evolution as a ncommunity", as well as many of its
cultural features thus provide the primary focus of this
thesis. How was the creative expression of the township's
political identity fused with that of its cultura.':r;
identity, if at all'?How, indeed, qO communitles become
commun.ities and create identities~ and how are these in
turn affected by outside forces and dynamics? Culture, it
is argued, is a force which is threaded through these
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processes~ Political identity has a cultural disposition
whil~ cultural expressions often ~ssume political
overtones. Further, different cultural expressions have
their own peculiar dynamics, but do not exist in
isolation, and, indeed, are deept;.:affecteo, by outside
forces. This thesis then, seeks to understand the
changing complexities of the cultural iden.tity of",

: 1
Sharpeville which, it is argued, is of fundamental
importance in understanding its rlssponse.sas a community.

After the theoretical discuosions ()fChapter One, Chapter
Two of the thesis explores the orig:1.nsof Sharpeville; in
particular the removal of Top Location residents to

-.Sharpeville, which affected the or:Lginal settlement
patterns of the new township in sticha way as to create
the conditions for a display of ililtensearea rivalry ..
Chapter ~hree examines now the area rivalry manifested
itself in the subsequent social ~hd -cultllral.development
of the township, particularly in youth gangs, boxing and
football. Chapter Four is concerned with the effect of
American consumer culture - which during the 1940s and
1950s, influ1nced Africans living in the urban areas of
South Africa in general - on cultural developments in
Sharpeville ..Chapter: Five considers the fact,ors which led
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up to the pivot.?l event of the Sharpeville shooting, the
result of which created the conditions for strong unity,
which offset, to a lar9(; extent, the fc)rmer expressions
of area rivalry and generated a powerful political
iientity - or sense of "community". ThE.!chapter also
considers the aftermath of the shooting a period which
wi triessed the construction of Sebokeng and the pcopoaeI
of Sharpeville's removal. Chapter Six is concerned wIth
Sharpeville aft.br 1960 and explores the new expression of. ,

community and cultural unity by re-examining the cultural
activities which had embodied st:r:'ongarea rivalry during
the pzevd.oua decade. The chapter introduces another
factor which had a uniting influenGe on the township and
that was a belief that the residents of Soweto regarded
SharpevilH'! as "culturally inferior". In addd cLon the
chapter illustrates how cultural activities in the 19608
were characterised by a shift away from parochialism. In
football, for example, this involved a transition to
professionalism. In the final chapter, the themes of
uni ty, community identity and tJne shift awa~/'from
parochialism a~e all examined in a consideration of il

musical performance, cOmltlunitysupport and changing
musical styles.
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In a brief conclusion the thesis argues that
"communities" only gain a sense of cohesion, Bli,dentity"
and unity at certain specific historical moments; at
other times the cultural focus within them may in fact
express quite other meanings than those of "community"
for their members. These cultural forms in Sharpeville
came to embody divisions and rivalry in the pre-1960
years, a period during which key cultural institutions
such as fOQ"~lll, boxing, gangsterlsm, cinema, shebeens

~/ Cj
and m.usic all COh.h¢;t~dated, more or less firmly, around
particular geographically defined "areas". But the snack
of recession. and pol.itical rE7pression and the ..shootings,
followed by economic expansion, the subordination of
Sharpeville to the status of a "satellite" in relation to
Soweto, and the' penetration of rigorous econoatc forces
into some of the previously parochial cultural
institutions, all combined to oreate within Sharpevili~-a

rof "community"/)identity. This identity isgreater sense
seen thus as both a product of the structural features
which inform, influence and even dictate its direction as
well as the responses and actions of the residents
themselves, in shaping its outcome"
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The research upon which this thesis is based, ; '.S

conduqted in Sh~kp~ville, a black town~hip a few

kilometres 1':0 t... west 0:1; Vereenig:tng, a town in the

Transv2.;!.:lnear the Vaal River. The resear:ch was carried

out ~~tween1986 and 1990.

There are a number

i'l
II
I',
I'1l

11
Jc/;f generally

"i
recognised techniques of

research which lnclude fieldwork, surveys, ethnography,

participa.l'lt observaticm and in-depth interviews. Ideally,

a researcher's aim 1s to combineboth qualitative

(subjective and sV'.Jculative '!:;'esearch,with the 1dlll of
\,

'., I f

learning about; the social world at firs,t hand) and
j)

quantitative" (objective and rigorous research, with the

a.imof collecting haxd data and establishing general

trends) resear,oh technJ:quesO'1 Tradi tional

anthropological. research methods'.have been geared :toward

the study of other cultures and countries, and part of

the process of beooriLnq an anthropologist involved

embarking on a period of "initiat~on in the field", as
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British anthropologist Burgess explains:

For social anth~opologists, the conduct of field
resei.:Y,l;:"chin anctihex culture and preferably in
anoth:Jr country is an essential rite de pal!§.'!9'e,('Van
Gennep, 1960). Originally this research in som..
other society was seen as an o~deal; a test in which
anthropologists had to engage.

However,through factors suoh as high costs and

third-world ip,dependence, anthropological :t~i~searchin

general has becomeless and less focused on foreign

countries or on other culturesa Further, anthropological

research has ventured into areas (such as industrial

society; which have been the traditional realm of

soci():iogical and historical resea!rch, and consequently

have had to borrow concepts and methods of research frat.l

these. 'rrds ~:t~y is an example of such a venture; it :1,s

llrban-bascd and considers a 'clmeperind of a Ii ttle over

forty years. As a re~mlt, the investigative approach has

involved r.eseC!::chtecbniques characteristic of all t.hzee

disciplines: anthropology, history and sociology. It is

thus a venture Lrrcothe social sciences as a whole, but

with an emphasLs upon anthropology.

'J':heprimary met.hodsof data clollection in this study were

participant observation and the interview. A lengthy

questionnaire was drafted, (!overing such areas as
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per30nal details, information pertaining to family,

household composition, emp1oyment./unemployme~:""·and

pensions, social and cultural i"1.teraction, as well as

cuLtural interests 8 interaction and netWOl;ks.The purpose

of the questionnairt~ T.fasnot to obtain statistically

highly accurate infc)rmation - although SOtUeimportant

trends were noted - but rather to gain an insight into

ice lives of people living there, to identify patterns of

cul'Cux"alformation, and to identify key individuals

within the specific cultural practices such as football,

boxing, popular music, beer drinking, gangs and styles of

dress. In conjunction with administering the

questionnaire, the aim was t.o spend a considerable amount

of time in Sharpeville itself in order to becomea

participant observer, and becomefamiliar with residents

in order to break downas far as possible formal barriers

and establish at first-hand patterns of noxmaL,

day-to-day existence. However, while this, approach was

well-intentioned, the actual ex.perience of it was less

successful; and I encountered a nUf,l]er(~f problems which

related to the overall difficulties of research in South

African communities. These were not newones, however,
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and I was familiar with what Kuper had already not.ed
about anthrop~logy research in this country:

South Africa has been a problematic research terrain
for the social anthropologist. '.['0 some degree, the
difficulties which confront the anthropologist are
similar. to those which face all social scientists
working in the country. Political obstacles,
widespread suspicion and fear are bound to make any
social research in South Africa very difficult.
Ethnography, however, requires a particularly high
level of mutual r'egard and acceptance, even
identification, between the fieldworker and his
subjects. The anthropologist must wonder whether his
conventional techn.ioues of research are viable in
tli;.sinhospitable clilll(\te.3

I was also aware of the experiences of Norwegian
anthropologist Kramer, who, during his research in Soweto
in the early 19708, commented:

My fieldwork was ••• not carried out in the
traditional anthropological manner w1.1erethe
anthropologist lives amongst the people he is
studying, and participates as far as possible in the
social life of their communit.y. On ac~ount of the
ap~.rt.heidlaws of South Africa I W2LS not permitted
to live in Soweto, as it is illegal for whites to
live in a Black area.4

Kramer discovered how racial relaU_ons in South Africa
had a very direct effect on how he was received by his
subjects:

.~c many of the people with whom I came into contact
insisted on defining the:tr relationship with me in
terms of the conventional South African pattern,
where the white man is "boss" an.d the Black man is
"servant".!>
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and I was familiar with what Kuper had already noted
about anthropology research in this country:

South Africa has been a problematic research terrain
for the social anthropologist. To some degree, the
difficulties which confront the anthropologist are
similar to those whd.ch face all social scientists
working in the COU1\try..Poli 1:ical obstacles,
widespread suspicion. and feal' are bound to make any
social resenrch in South Africa very difficult.
Ethnography, however, :requires a particularly high
level of mutual regard and acceptiance , even
jLdent!fication, between the fieldw():rker and his
Isubjects. The anthropologist must ~'ondf"rwhether his
conventional techniques of r~lsear.:::hare viable in
this inhospitable climate.3

! 'was also aware of the experif!;nc.~esof Norwegian
anthropologist Kramer, who, duxins his research in Soweto
in tne early 1970s, commenbeds

My fieldwork was ••• not carried out in the
traditional anthropological manner where the
anthropologist lives amongst the people he is
studying, and participatefl as far as possible in the
social life of thei:r:community. On account of the
arartheid law:-3of South Africa I was not permitted
to live in Soweto, as it is illegal for whites to
live in a Black area.4

Kx~amer discovered how racial relations in South Africa
hald tEl very direct effect on how he was received by his
subj ect.s :

••• many of the people with whom I came into contact
insisted on defining their relationship with me in
terms of the c~nventional South African pattern,
where thp. white man is IIboss" and the Black man is
"servant".!>
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and I was familiar with what Kuper had already noted
about anthropology research in this country:

South Africa has been a problematic research terrain
for the social anthropologist. To some degree, the
difficulties which confront the anthropologist are
similar to those which face all social scientists
working in the country. Political obstacles,
widespread suspicion and fear are bound to make any
social research in South Africa very difficult.
Ethnography, however, requires a particularly high
level of mutual regard and acceptance, even
identification, batwean the fieldworker and his
subjects. The anthropologist must wonder whether his
conventional t.echniques of res~arch are viable in
this inhospitable climate.3

I was also aware of the experiences of Norwegian
anthropologist :Kramer, who, during his research in Soweto
in the early 19705, commented:

My fieldwork was ••• not carried out in the
traditional anthropological manner where the
anthropologist lives amongst the people he is
studying, and participates as far. as possib1<3 in the
social life of their community. On account ICI£ t.he
apartheid laws of South Africa I was not permitted
to live in Scweto, as~it is illegal for whites to
live in a Black area.~

Kramer discovered how racial relations in South Africa
had a very direct effect on how he was received by his
subjects:

••• many of the people with whom I ceme into contact
insisted on defining their relationshilP with me in
terms of the conventional South Africaltlpattern,
where the white man is "boss" and the JBlack man Ls
"servant" ..!:>
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When I began to visit Sharpeville in 1986, the community
was embroiled in a rent boycott which had, during the
first few days of Septeliibp.r,1984, erupted in violent
confrontation between residents and police. By 1986, a
number of community leaders were in detention, on trial
facing charges relating to "terrorism", or in hiding from
the South African state's repressive apparatus, while the
m~jority of the residents were not paying rent. I

expected that my identity as a student from the
Univers±:ctyof the Witwatersrand, an institution
well-known for its stand against racial prejudice, along
with the fact that I ha~;1already established. strong ties
with the members of the Sharpeville-based ja,zz band, the
Sharpetown Swingsters, whose history was thEI subj ect of
my honours dissertation, would enable me to be readily
received by the residents of Sharpeville, e"i,j'enthose who
were not known to me and who were not connec:ted to the
band. But this was not to be and even after examining my
credentials, many people declined to be intE~rv'iewed,
preferring instead to remain anonymous. ThUll! my
questionnaire tended to be administered rather
erratically. Nevertheless many people w.~re quite happy to
engage in idle conversation, particularly in the
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When I began to visit Sharpeville in 1986, the community
was embroiled in a rent boycott which had, during the
first few days of September, 1984, erupted in violent
confrontation between residents and police. By 1986, a
nu.mber of community leaders were in detention, on trial
fac.ling charges relating to "terrorism", or in hiding from
the South African state's repressive appaoacus , while the
majority of the reSidents were not paying rent. I
expectied that my identity as a student from the
Unive\rsity of the Witwatersrand, em institution
well-known for its stand agai,nst racial prejudice, along
with the tact that I had alreiady estahlished strong ties
with the members of the SharpeviLte-based jazz band, the
Sharpetown Swingsters, whose history was the subject of
my honours dissertation, woul.d enable me to be readily
received by the residents of Sharpeville, ~ven those who
were not known to me and who were not connected t~ the
band. But this was not to be and even after examining my
credentials, many people declined to be interviewed,
preferring instead to remain anonymous. Thus my
questionnaire tended to be administered rather
errat:i.cally.Nevertheless many peopl.$ were quite happy to
engage in idle conversation, particularly in the
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shebeens, which often covered potentially risky political
topics and my efforts at pa:t'ticipantobservation were
rather more successful than first indications had
suggested they would be.

During th& period between March and October, 1986, I made
regular visits to Sharpeville with my interpreter,
Mahlomola Ntoane, visitlng the township for up to five
days a week. My initial v~.sits .,qreto see the members of
the popular jazz group, the Sharpetown Swingsters. These
\1isits were to ensure the continu! ty of the (.;ontactI had
already established. Apart from the Sharpetcl'wn
Swingsters, ! was able to establish contact with a
relative of my research assistant. a woman whtl ran a
shebeen from her home in the township~ I establi~~ed the
shebeen as a base and Ntoane and J: would alwa"s begin our
visits to Sharpeville from there. I interviewed people
who visited the ,shebeen as well as neighbours and people
who lived in the same block. I also interviewed people
whom I met through these initial conta~ts and from there
spread flybase.
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Further, I was in touch with some membens of the legal
team who were working on the Delmas Treason Trial case,
which involved a number elf Sharpeville residents, and
through this connection establibhed contacts, some of
whom! was able to interview. I also encountered Father
Patrick Noonan, an Irish priest who had been based in the
Vaal Triangle since the early 19705,. .a!ndwho proviu9d me
with a wealth of information concerning his experiences
and understanding of the area, as we:ll as furthsr
valuable contacts. Additionally, I met Elaine Proctor,
who, at the time, was producing a film on popular culture
in Sharpeville, and who was a.hle to provide me with
useful information and contacts as well.

During this initial eight month period, I conducted a
total of twenty six in-depth interviews, most of which
were based on the questionnaire I had constructed. Those
involving "expert" or "key" informants, however, were
managed without the aid of the questionnaire and here I'
follow~~ the themes relevant ~o the areas we were
discussing. Tnterviews were conducted in eith';1:h:r.glish
or South Sotho, depending on the preference of th~
interviewee. Many insisted on responding in English,
although responses invariably ended up being a mixture of
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English, South Sotho and Afrikaans. Due to the :Eact that
my South Sotho was weak and restricted to a smattering of
phrases, my interpreter conducted and translated those
interviews in South Sethoa

My progress was sever~ly interrupted with the declaration
of the third State of Emergency on 13 June, 1986.. Inc':...ed,
the regulations were such that I was required to carry a

"

permit issued by the local commiss:td1er1jlOfpolice in
order to ent~r into Sharpeville. I decided to forego
applying for such a permit as ! f~lt it would jeopardise
my relations with the residents. I continued to visit
Sharpeville, albeit no longer on a regular basis, and I
came to understand at firsthand the siege conditions
under which the people in the township were living during
this particularly volatile period of South African
hlstory. On numerous occasions I narrowly avoid~d contact
with S;IU>F patrols an the to'llIlship,although on one
occasion a patrol detected me entering Kgomoco Lower
Primary School. However, I was not questioned and I
concluded that they must have gathered that either I was
a teacher or a teaching official. Familiar sights during
this t;.me included delivery vehicles being escol.ted by

police and armoured cars, as well as the burned shells of
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motor vehicles, tyres and zocks spread across streets,
and the charred remains of gutted shops and houses. What
I found quite remarkable was the speed with ...~dch
residents transmitted reports of police and militar~
presence throughout the township and often I was informed
of a p,'itrolwithin minutes of its entry into the towtl)hip
and wa~; shown the safest exit route out of the township.
The closeness of living, along w:tth strong,
long-established networks ensured an effective system of
informal communication.

By mid- ~988 the situation had eased an.:lI..was ready to
begin a series of follow ....up interviews.·';t'hisphase
involved identifying and consulting the key inforlnants in
the various areas of popular culture which I had singled
out as crUCial for my research: the area3 of football,
boJCing, popular music, pol:i.tics,styles of dress, gangs,
shebeens, and stokfels. I drew up interview schedules for
each area, to facilitate ..;xploring t~le:<rorigins,
influences and manifestation in the township ..This phase
involved almost fifty interviews, all of which were
conducted during the period between October, 1988, and
June, 1989. This time I conducted most of the in"terviews
by myself, although some were carried out by a handful of
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students who were resident in Sharpeville, and who were
interested in the project. For me this was a highly
constructive approach as the informants were often more
responsive when dealing with familiar faces. This was
indeed the case with members of gangs who were othe~wise
highly suspicious of outsiders. Further, I was a.ble to
utilise their interpretations of what had been said as a
guide towatd understanding many of the responses - a step
towards, in Geertz' terms, Ugetting .:f.nsidethe minds of
the actors. tl6 By this time r was a sc::.~journerin the
township, staying in the residence of Father Noonan~ who
provided me with a room and space to conduct my work.

The inf:)'t'mationI discerned during these interviews (as
well ~s that generated during a final three week
follow-up V14.sit in March, 1990) complirises the btxIy of

I,

this thesis. But the fact that it embtaces a period of
time going back some forty years generated some problems
with periodisation and historical accuracy. In order to
overcome these I consulted a variety of newspapers,
magazines and other secondary sources, as well as related
texts. Here, The Worl,d newspaper proved invaluable, but
because it was banned under the Internal Security Act7, I
had to tolerate a series ?f delays before being able to
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'.ttilisl? it, and then to endure a whole range of

restrictions. In order to gain access to The World, I had

to obtain the permission of the Minister of Law an~ Order

in person, which took all of two years to obtain and

which required that I furnisr full bibliography for the
mi11:!.ster's perusal .. Further, the .conditions of my

',consl!lting The World were auch that, should I q}?,ctetrom.
\ '

l'c, my thesis would be banned under the same c~ldi\\,;,/'{~SI'
<I '

and my :luperviso,t"(s) (and anyone 31s6 for tha.t matter,)
!) I.

would be required to obtain the ..necessary permi,.sslon in
..

order to eX,amineit. :;:';Jt the real tr.agedy of this

dr'lu.~onianmeasqre was the fact that all tho infonna,tion

contained in every iss'u~ of 'l'he_W'?.EJ.gfrom 1957. waSi, up
"

until 1990, banned. So the football results' in 1988" the

boxing reports in 1962 and fashion pages, along with" the
I,

"':;'6St of the contents, lfere'rendered subversive by" the
', I.

Act. Being tha major and for. some periods the only black

newspaper on the Reef meant that the most comprehensive
chronicle of urban life in the Reef t s townshipe betweei::'
1957 and 1971 was simply not accessib~,(!.

I had intended to conE:.lltthe mun.icipal archives
pertaining to Sharpeville, the Vereeniqing ~unicipal
archives (from the inception,of the township unti.l 1968)~
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th~ Orang~;-Vaal D1evelopIYlentBoard Arc.hives (from 1968

unt:l1 1977) and th.e Lekoa T(.}wn''"'!ouncil axchf.ves (from

197'7 nntil the pI'(~sent) .. However, I experienced

c'nl~iderable d:!.ffJLClllty in obtaining the necesaary

per~lli:l:s!on. The Vm::eenigif.,~municipality responded by

inf<;>rn:..ing me they did not have arch! ve rnaterial

con<:)eI:ningShal.,l)e~'ille, the Orange-Vaal Development Board

in.dtcated that th~~yhad nati.fied thl-air head office, who

the~l nevez contiacked met and the Lekoa Town Council never

resl>oni\ied a tall.. BeQrauseI fel ct' it was not the most

important aspect, ()f my research I chose not, to pursue it

and l' was ablEI b) utilise secondary sources at my
\\

disl>osul to t?rovi(~e the necessary q,ates and other

inf~>rmation perjl!:a:Lning to my zeaeanch, But there are

sti:~l gaps: for eJcample" historic(:J,ll accouut.s of shebeens,

stoj~~!!, and, to some extent, the j~angs, is thin, as

much c:,f the information gleaned reln.tea to mot's recentr: .
time periods. On,the other hand, dates offered by

infot:'mants conceli::'l'lingearli~r time periods often proved

to bli: inaccurate and consequently much of the historical

info3~rnation in a:~()~leareas is rather cursory. It is thus

recognised. that ell \-i'saltness in the re;searcn is the fact

that the archive ffi'lteriaJ. contalned :Ln the local state

bodiell mentioned above was not cons~ilted, which perhaps
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would have provi'.;:t~daccurate recorded historical

informaticm. in these areas. NeverthelE~Ssfit is felt that

these were not the major areas of the thesis and tli.ai:the
information extracted from the intervl~wg is more than
adequate.

.. (1
II
1(1
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ClDPTBR ONE

CIJLTORE__~ COMMUNITY - THEORETICAL _£QNSIDERATIONS ANR

LOC'.AL APPLICATIONS

Attempting a combined usage of the terms "culture" and

"eommum.ty"Ls a challenging exercise. t)f "culture",

Hebdige Dnte:s hat it is a "notior Ious Iy ambiguous

concept" tlhich has "acquf red a number of qulte dIfferent,

often contradictory meanings."1 Other theorists have

associated the term with words and phrases like

uproble.matic",2 uelusivett,3 and even ua pretty tall

ordel~... 4 Further, in theoris1.ng "cultul:e", some cannot

even agre.e upon the starb.ing. point. 5 In South Africa,

analysts have ~t ti~es found it difficult to justify

examining uC1ll tureu I bewause 1:he term has been used IPY
/1

the state and its supporters 1:0 pr.ovide a basis for {the

ideology of "separate develo~BentU, "apartheid", in~whiCh

"cultureU is seen as that which separates (am! kee~~

separate) different· ethnic grc)ups.6 "Community", ~/n the
!i
tother hand, tr~nds to be assoctaced with a certain I!
Ii

romanticism. r.~imeand again ethnographers have 1/

endeavoured and failed to find "communities" o.efinJ~d in
I·

Ii
ideal terms which possess spe.:ific, ideal attributi~sl

Ii
and, as Thornton has noted: " II ..

'virtually without 3xception .... any study of II
communities has bE:lenabout why the communityihas not
been as ·.'so~idarY7 or as coherent as th~ obs~~rve:r
desired ~t to be. II



Further, anthropologists studying communities in South

Africa are put in an awkward posit,ion when it comes to

defin2.n~J exactly what they mean, because the term

;1communi, ty" :

... " has been defined, legislated! acted and
conceived in so many ways that the ethnogral?he~r must
frf~quently define what he ~!!lJ!1 what he do~~snot
mean, and what he is forced to mean wheneve~~he 8
s~;!aks about any "community" he proposes to study.

The concept; of "oommundt.y" is difficult to the"d~'!i

because there are problems in art.iculating preCil~ell\ 'ItIhat

it 1.5: Is a community defined by :Lts Si..r'lctural

composition or by the ~ople who j;eel they b::ll1ng to i{~?

Or is it worth even attempting t.o definet/, ~i\h1/ ~hel ~\
,J ; II

problems observed by Thornton? Williams has not:'1!uthat

the word "community" nevez 3eems to be used

unfavoura'bly,9 which pX'orupts Bozz.ol1 to demand~"

Is it IcommunLtiy I merely a !lilask for deeper (-lass
differences? Does it really have analytl~al valu.e?
•_.. What is its rel,~ionl:S!'Ii'~ to the olasse.s w'hioh
cO;1.stitute society? .. II

Further" we must consid.~r how a communH:yrelat~as to,

influenc!es and is i1'lflut1mcedby other c()ll1muniti,es, towns,

cities.

This stud.y will attempt to aV('"id these problema by

en~Ja9'ing in a theoretica.L dif'Jcussion to provide clarity

on the appl~cation of thE~concepts of "culture" and

ucommunity", and the connections betwe'Elinthem. It should

be noted at the outset thc\t, in general, anthropologists

in South ,Africa have I\ot f(.')cusedon urban studies Which
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consider these questions in a contemporary setting. Those

who Lookedat such questions earlier, most notably 1

Kuper, ~liLson and Mafeje, Mayer and Ilauw, whiLe they

provide ,dch, compazatn.vematerial, are not always

theoret.ically self conscious and do not always seek the

ccnnect.Lons between cllltura.l evolution and community

formation which this thesis sets out to pursue. More

theoreltically informed precedents from within South

AfricI!n anthropology are relatively few in number.

:tmportatlt advances roadeby non-Scuthern Africanists such

Clifford Geertz and Marshall Sahlins11 are yet to be

compreh~nsively utilised in the South African context.12

it.s a rasu1t, theoretical contributions from

non-anthropologists, particularly neo-Marxian 0':1tural

studies, have of necessity been considered side-by-side

with more clearly anthropological work.

Thus, this chapter e;xplores these two difficult concepts

further. It exa.n:inersthe epistemoloqy which "informs

approaches to each.. Have theorists of both "culture" and

"community"provided an adequa1~ebalance between both

structure and humanagency? Andhowmaywe make use of

these concepts in a way which is both theoretically

rigorous, and provides a wealth of qu~stions for the

researcher to ask of his or her material?



4

Tbe trllditional app....ication o£ "culture" in Anthropology

In the discipline of anthropology, culture was originally
seen in terms of manis ability to adapt to his
envdronmant; through learned as opposed to biological
means. Culture was described as the expression of
meanings and values in the instit.utions and ordinary
behavaour of society. This conceptualisation was based
upon an E!arlie:r.definition by the ethnologist Sir Edward
Tylor who~ in 1871, described culture as:

••• that complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief, art, morals, law, custom and any other
capabilitie'3and habits acquired by man as a member
of ~~ociety..

In 1952, America1'icultural anthropologists, Kroeber and
Kluckhohn, after analysing 160 definitions of;;c~ulture

,
if taken from the different social sciences, elaborated upon
this definition and argued that:

Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit
of symbols, constituting the distinctive
achievements of human groupsr includinq their
embodiment in artefacts; the essential core of
culture consists of traditional (i.e. historically
derived and selected) ideas and especially their
attached values; culture systems may on the one
hand, be considered as products of action, and on
the oth~r as conditioning elements of furtheraction." 4
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These types of eclectic and extremely wide-ranging
definitions alarmed the British structural functionalists
of the 1950s and 1960s, who felt it better to ignore the
topic completely. As John Beattie put it:

To study all this [culture] would obviousJ.y be a
pretty tall order 1 and moet; British social .
anthropologists consider "culture" too e;r,:tendeda
concept usefully t~designate a specifi~ field for
systematic study.

Instead, the British school lai.d emphasis upon the
"social" as opposed to the "cultural", abandoning it to
the efforts of their counterparts in North l~w.erica,such
as Margaret Mead,16 and Kroeber and Kluckhl::>hnr17 and
thus effecting the division of anthropolo~JY into two
parts: "Social Anthropology", dominated by British
thinkers, and UCultural Anthropology", dominated by
American thinkers. This is notS.:\tosuggest that the

\

British school ignored the concept entirely, as the work
of Mary Douglas, for example, illustrates.18 But the
dif.Eerence in focus affected the subsequent. usage of the
concept "culture" and the most; significant theoretical
developments occurzed in the! American school.

Locating the _~~thos"::Geerts and. cultura.l st:udies

Clifford Geertz is perhaps the most important theorist to
have emerged from the lineage of American cultural
anthropology and his theoretical approach in
conceptualising and researching culture, broadly referred
to as "symbolic anthropology", has been of considerable
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value to this study. Geertz argued that the eclecticism
of the definitions of culture which developed from
Tylor's original definition were self-defeating "••• not
because there is only one direction in which it is useful
to move, but because there are so many: it is necessary
to choose ..u19 Instead of examining how cultqr~ was
objectified in the environment, Geertz sougIn..,_C

establish the meaning of a culture for its actors, which
Geertz ar9ued was located in public symbols or what he
referred to as the "webs of significanceu•20 Unlike his
counterpart, Victor Turner, a descendent of the British
schoql, who was concerned to establish how symbols
operated in the social process, and whose rather
funl::tionaliatapproach entailed examining how these
symbols are arranged to resolve 1~ontradictions in
society, 21 Gee:t:'tzwanted to establ1l -n the ethos of a
culture, or the ~eaninq the symbols posaeas for the
actors involved. Thus:

(0) ur d(mble task is to uncover the conceptual
structures that inform our subjects' acts, the
"said" of social discourse, and to construct a
system of analysis in whose terms what is generic to
those structures, what belongs to them because they
are what th(~y are, will stand oU~2against the other
det.ermdnantia of human behaviour.

By ~lacing the subjects of a particular culture at the
centre of anal!,"silJ"Geertz pzovd.ded a crucial slant to
cultural studies: an emphas Ls upon human agency as
opposed to structure. However, this itself has rendered
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him subject to criticism. His approach, according to the
critics, displays a lack of a "systematic sociology",
rigour, and a comparative dimension.23 Further, Geertz's
approach ignored the fact that there may be more than one
culture operating in a society and that these may exist
in opposition to each other. Despite these problems,
however, his insistence on establishing an approach to
culture in terms of its meaning for the actors themselves
has been of profound influence and, in terms of this
study I has b~en .""',crucial aspect of coming to terms with
the ethnographic material.

The imPOl~tanceof structure: "structuralism"

While not in any way a reaction to Geertz's method of
considering culture, IIstructuralism", an approach
epitomised by the work of Claude L€vi-Strauss in the
1960s, provided the necessary comparative dimension~
structuralism challenged the classical
structural-functiol'lalist understanding of UstructurelJ as
an observable entity which could be located by analysing
a SOCiety's institutions, insistin~ that "structure" in
fact meant "daep structure" I a singular phenomenon
underlying all societies ..That is, those adhering to
r.;evi.-Strauss1s viewpoint hold that the vast number of
~,ery diverse cultural lexicons in different societies all
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have a common underlying structure. In La Geste
d'Asdiwal, L€vi-Strauss argued that one of the reasons
for analysing myth in different societies was:

.s. to isolate and compare the various levels on
which the myth evolves; geographic, economic,
sOt;:].ological,and cosmological - each of these
levE~lst together with the symbolism proper to it,
bei:tlgseen as a transformation of an .und~~lying
logical Q~ructure common to all of them.

In seeking a method to examine underlying structure,
L~vi-Strauss was influe~$..::edby the work of structural
lingu.isticc: especially the work of de Saussure who had
arguEld that all possible utterances (or paroles) - real
and potential - 'W'erenot amenable to scientific study I

only lithe soctal part of a language" {or langue)25
Levi-Stremss sought to make a similar distinction in
c.rder to examine culture. He argued that by reducj.ng the
~mdless variety o:Z surface p:r:oductionsof a culture to
the elements and rules of its structure, it would become
amenable to scientific investigation.26 For L~vi-Strauss
then, culture is organised like language. But, rather
than decipher:

••• the social contents locked up or somehow
expressed in symbolic forms, or examining the
relationship between what was conceived and who
conceived it ••• [his~~ aim was to dec~yher the
internal articulation: to crack the code.

Howev'er, by insisting upcn developing a rigorous,
"sciemtifi.c" approach, Levi-Strauss was obliged to deny
an il1ltentionalsubject in the social and cultural
proceas , as well as any significant impact of history of
"event" upon structure and in this sen...!~ his was in
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contrast to Geertz's approach. Nevertheless,
structuralism has become one of the most important
theoretical paradigms in the social sciences,
underpinning, amongst other approaches, "structural
Marxismil which, in utilising the structuralist approach,
has provided an important contribution to cultural
studies by emphasising relations of domination and
subordination.

_Theimpact of Marxism on cultl!!:.i!;!;,,,ptudies:the

·structuralist/culturalist" dapa·te

The Marxist approach to cultural studies is of crucial
importan to this study because, in contrast to other
approaches, it empbasises the notion that society is
unequal, consisting of dominant and s¥oordinate cLaaaes ,
out of which flow differ:mt cultures which, at particular
moments, stand in opposition to each other ..In the rE~alm
of cultural studies, the question is: how are these
relations to be inte ..epreted and understood? The two most;
important responses to this question emphasise either
struci:llreor human agency, a divergence which echoes th~
theoretical dichotomy bert-weenstructuralism and Geeri:.z,,28

"structural Marxism" was developed by theorists such as
Althusser, Godelier and Terray, the latter two of whom
are anthrotJolcgists.29 But it has centred on the
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work of Althusser, who explores ways in which to refine
the classical Marxist notion of a "base" and a.

"superstruct.ure ~I .30 For Al thusser, rather than a simple
"superstructure", thera exist a number of "1I.?Jvels"of
society, including those at which exist in the
institutions of the legal procea the state and
ideology, which serve to reproduce the c~:lbmissionof
dominated classes or groups co the r·.t.:l~ of the
established ordere Importantly for this analysis,
Althusser and hir followers preE_;J:the term "ideology" to.
that of ttculture" because it emphasises domination.
Ideology acts in a particul~rly subtle way such that an
individual experiences the ideology as if he or she was
the u.... autonomous principle of deterinination of t>)lat
relation. 1131 For Althusser then, the basic function of
all ideology is to con~titute individuals as subjects ..32

Thus, social relations ar9 str.uctured in such a way to
fI If.. have a logic or tendency or fl ~e of t.heir own and
operate, in part, 'behind men's backs,.,,33

lUthusser's approach has been subject to a number of
criticisms: it has been suggested that he views people
only as passive recipients of ideological indoct:rination.
Hel and indeed structural Marxists in general, have been
more concerned with £e-formulating the problem of
"detiermi.natLon" in a non-reductionist way than with
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engaging in the question of discussing cultu.re.34 If'

terms of successfully theorising culture then, structural
Marxism alone is ,:,adequate.

Theorists such as Thompson and Williams, who have been
labelled (perhaps not always accurately) as
Ifculturallst~lI, have criticised structural Marxi\Sm fo1'.'

its emphas.is upon the importance of structure over that
of human agency. Wil.liams has outrightly rejected the
l1sagt!)of "base" and "superstrt1cturefl, arguing that th~se
categories, which, according to Williams, were used
metaphorically by Marx, have becoIl'.econcepts for
structural Marxism.35 In pIoposing an alternative,
Williams has constructed an argument which, in briej:~
amounts to an attempt to reconciie the
base/superstructure model with subjective expez Lence as
part of an indirrisible social whole, within which

(I

relations of ( ,...ination and subordination operate.
Thompson, the other major "culturalist" theorist, is
particularly sceptical of any t:::pproachwhich, in his
view, treats "history as a 'process without a subject'
[and] concur La I in the eviction from history \.,fhuman
agency.u36 For Thompson, many of the terms utilised by

structuralists - such as "mode of production" M.nd "social
formation" - are more suitefl,to econom ..c rather than
historical considerations. Thompson's approach
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(formulated before the development of Marxist
structuralism but developed further later in Pove:~ty of
Theory37) was concerned with recovering the history of
oppressed peoJ?les; and it stressed locating experience,
or, Ugetth;.g inside the md.nds, perceptions, and the

feeling-sof the historical agents themselves."38
..

Not su:('prisingly,in emphasising the role of human
agency, the "culturalise' approach has been criticised
for diminishing the role of "abstraction", which, as
Johnson argu{)n:

• e•• is both a cOlldition for thinking clearly about
the wOl:l.d and for learning from concrete Lnsbances
in such a way as to be able to transfer insights Qr
consider them in relation to another case. If we
refuse analytieal distinctions of the most
elementa:;:ykind (eg..culture/not culture) we will
not be able to examine that rl~l history whoiJie
integrity we aim to preserve.

For Johnson then, the contribution of structural Marxism
to.cu.ltural studies, is its insisbmce upon effecting

1\

these distinctions.40 Thus, as with the approaches of
Geertz and Levi-Strauss ..it is clear that no .d.ngl,'epole
of this debate is entirely adequate. But not all
"cultur~lists" have in fact denied "abstraction." 'l'h(~

approach of Gramsci, which It.~" is one of thE.!major
turning-points in Marxist cultural theory," is ~~xplicitly
used and developed by Raymt;.ndWilliams, and it does seek
to establish conceptual links between culture, class~ am
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ideology, thel','ebyreconciling the notion ,of "social

wholell with the ability to make analytical

disti.n<;.;tit")us..41

Ana~Isi.ng the_" social -wholell: C:i:t:Q!Ytsci' s influence on

cult~al studies

For Gra.msci, (whurarely actually U!if~~ the concept

"culture") ideology is mer'e than merely a bod::r'" of ideas

and has a material sense in ternl:! of its exi&t~mcein the

social practises of individu~~.lsnn& in tf,,~ i~'lstitutions

in which ~hese practises occur.42 Bnt it has a necessary

metaphysical nature &$ well:
To the extent t.h~t ideologies are historically

!! nectli!ssarythey have a validity which is
psydi~logical; they "organise" human masses, and
create the terrain on which menmove , acquire
consciousness of their position., struggle, etc.43

The efficacy 'Of an ideology lies in its \lbility to bind

together a bloc of diverse social elaments. Gr0Msci

refers to this process as the stru991e for "hegemony",

which re:fers to:

•• ~ the processes whereby the :Ldp.ologyof a t.iominant
class attempts to impose some 1'll:t!fo~"I1'lity on the
culture of the working classes.'

Williams, ho has attempted to rendel~Gramsci'S v'1rk

amenacte to "cultural analysis": a:r:gue.sthat, as a

concept" "hegemony"must be taken fUlcther and should be
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rega:..:dedas a "culture"::

Hegemonyis .... not only the articulate upper level
of "ideology", nor are :J.ts forms of cont.ro.l,only
thOl;e ordinarily seen as "manipulation" or
"indoctrination" .. It is a whole body of practices
and expec....ations, over the whole of living: our
senses and o.~signmentsof energy, our shaping
perceptions of ourselv~~sand our world. It is a
lived system of meaninlgsand values - constitutive
and constituting - which as they are experienced as
practices appears as r:eciprocally confirming.. It
thus constitutes a sense C)t 'l7eality for most people
in the societyI' a sense 01: absctuce because
experienced reality ,beyondwhich l.to;; ver}' difficult
for most membersof the sc)ciety to mcve, in most
areas of their li"e8. It is, that is to ~ay, in the
strongest sense a. U'culture", bu.t a culture t.thich has
also to be seen as the lived dominan~Sand
subordination of particular classes.

Thus, the dominant class, group, or set of classes, have

control over the means of production (both mental and

material) and they are in a pO.Elitionto imposf,!their way

of thinking on the dominated gx'oups in that society in

such a way it &py;),)!arsthat there is only P..!!.!. set of ideas
Ii (

. or cultUJ:al forms~\flowever.'\,)the culture of the dominated

groups or classes still existt~ and finds expression in a

less overt fashion:

Groups or classes which do not; s'~and at the apex of
~ower ~,. find ways of expresain9 and realisjng in
their cultur16their subordinate position a1i;u
experiences. .. \

tl'his form nf "cultural aBE.:ertlotl"then defines the

struggle f,,)r hegemonyin which bobh the dominant and
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dominated grdups attempt 't1P assert their cul.curee,
Obviously the former is th" more successful:

The dominant culture represents itself as the
culture ..It tries to define and contain all oth~
cu1tur~~ within its inclusive range. !~~views (
the world, unless challenged, will stand as the
natural,. all-embracing, universal culturJ-a..OtheJ
cultural configurations will not onll'be subord:to this dominant order: they will enter into
struggle with it, seek to modify, negotiate, re!~or even overthrow its reign - its hegemona- Thestxuggle between classes over material an soeie
life thus always assumes the forms of a contiml(
struggle over the distribution of "cultt:lralpower".47

Thus, while the dominant and the subordinate classes
distinct cultures, when the dominant class asserts .1.1

culture II .... the subordinate. culture ~x~riences its~
ih terms pr'escribe& by the dominant culture. ,,4a In i

way the dominant or ~'effectiveU ct.llturea.lsobecomes
II

basis for a. dominant ideology •.t9 '\
<'

Gramsci has referred to the response of dominated gr<
as "common sense1JI which .isthe reaction by the domil

classes to the world about them in a more""or··less
spontan~ous way.50 According to Gramsci, this respol
is by no means a uniform one and nor is it necessari:
coherent. In fact it is a lack of coherence which
essentially defines ita51 The reactions are:

spontaneous in the sense that they are not the
result of any systematic educational activity 01
part of an already conscious leading group, but
beon formed through everyday experience illumini
by "common sense", i.e..by the traditional popu:
conception of thS2world - what is unimaginative:called instinct..
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In making sense of "spontaneous reaction" and "common
sense", Williams has eistinguished between "oppositional"
and "alternative" cultures, each of which contain
"residual" ("formed in the past ••• but still active ....
as an effective element of the present") and "emergent"

For

("new me,anings and values, new practices, new
relationships and kinds of. relationships which are
continually being created") forms.53 Here:

the difficulties of human practice outside oragainst the dominant mode are, of course, re,al. It
depends very much whether it is an area in which the
dominant class and the. dominant culture have an "
interest a~'lda stalte.5~\

analysis therefore: \\
the I{)ajortheoretical pro~,em, wi,th immediate effect
on m~·thods of analysis, is to distinguish between
alternative and OPPOSitiona~ ••initiatives and
contributions whcwich ax'e ma e within or against a
flpecific hegemony (which then:,sets certain limits to
them or which can succeed in ~eutralising, changing
or actually incorporating the~'and other kinds of
~.nitiative and contribution wh~~h are ir1.'~ducible to
the, terms of the original or th'\. ag~ptive hegemony I

and are in that sense independen't.

The concepts introduced by Gramsci and e~)panded by

Williams and others56 are of; considerable use in
understanding the cultural forms and expressions of
domination and subordination in societies. Using these
formulations it is possible to think of how more than one
culture can exist in a society, how cultures can exist
independent of each other, as well as in oPPOsition to
each other in Lnszances where the interests of the
dominant and subordinant groups clash. In addition, the
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concepts provide a basis for understanding how and from
where cultural forms emerge and are expressed.
Importantly, in analysing the expression and interaction
-""1ifferent cultures, we are not obligp,d to think in
terms of "levels" - as with structural Marxism. Further,
by utilising these concepts we are able to successfully
retain a conception of social whole without limiting
analysis, thus avoiding the criticis~ structural Marxism
levelled at the "culturalists". Finally, theC~"-onceptsof
"hegernoftylland "common sense" permit us to express
structure - by fir~t analysing the~l,bmposftion of the
soroialwhole - as well as human agency - by analysing
cultural ;~xpression frnm the point of view of the actors.

The import.anos of these concepts is illustrated by the
cons~' ,Jrableinterest shown in a.pplyi:q,~t:b.emto south
Africa.flct!.lt\.~:t"alstudies (see below). However, the impact
of initi~l al!l!licationshas been cUminished by a fsfl,ure

()

,!to adbount for the differences in t~ontext. Indeed, much
of the ~receding discussion has related to defining and
'understanding the reflPonses of the wot'kin'3classes

I~'.)

(mainly these of England and Europe) to ,:uling class
domination, and w~~ys 1n which nworkin('~class cultu:t)1tcan

\\be explained land uhderstood. Because initial applications
j'c\

to'South African canditi0I1~~c;fnvolvedsimply transplantin.g
these concepts without a '~ufficient consideration of the
diff.erence Ln contiext.s, many erred by simply mechanically
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attaching "culture" to uclauau ..57 In order to generate a

more rigorous basis for their application to south
African conditions these approaches al:e now considered ..

The earliest studies of urban culture in soutnern Africa
we~ concerned Wit'l explaining the processes of

urbanisation in southern Africa ..The object hJ;it:..-e was to
I, ')

" Idevelop a conceptual framework to interpretll h... 'the
patterns of behaviour of migrant labourers in the urQan
areas we~e different from those in the rural areas.
Hellman, for example, argued that this process should be

seen in terms of "detribalization" or what she ......ferrad
to as a "standard of detribalization" ,58 wh1,'" .ltchell

argut!Q for: "stabilisation", or "the ext.nt '1;0 which
F )

inGividual. ce~e tQ return to'the point of origin ,.~f

their migration."S9 H~ver, as Coplan abs.rves, despite
th~.considerable attention to the pr~cess of

Ourbanis;ttion, sooial scientists:
••• have yet to Agree on the criteria that would
allow them to catagorise black South Afri.c~Bsaccording to their degree of urbanisatipp ..,

Consequently, because the task of accurately as.sessing

the degree of urbanisation was never achieved, many of
.:'\

these studies coriclud~d that ,fl ••• i-t is impossible to
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speak of .m!. urban African culture ,,61••• Thus, Pauw, i
a study of urbanisation in East ~ondon, concluded that:

hardly any clear patterns seem to have crystallise
yet, and the variations in patterns of behaviour,
values and beliefs, and the different combinations
of thesE: in different regions of the culture, seem
to defy systematisation.. At thi.s stage it is
impossible to give g2complete picture of the cultu
of the urban Bantu.

Still, the categories - such as kinship and religion -
used by these researchers, as well as the rich
ethnographic }1l.ltterialcontained in the initial studies,
have become the basis for later discussions of urban
culture. 63

!n later times, circa the late 1970s and early 19808,
Marxist analyses of South African urban culture tended
be cha~acterised by an adher~nce to the concept of
"claDs" ..Not ,,)'lly 'was this an implicit critique of the
perceived failure of the,earlier school to explox'.
"class", but, at.':cordingto Bozzoli and Delius, it was a, '
result of a strOi'l.g"workerist" ~irspective whf.ch ha~
developed ;tnSouth Africa out of 'theheightened labour
activity during the 1970s.64 These analyses sought to
understand different' urban cult.ure$ ;;;;13 conglomerates of
clasaes ..To Rome extt.lntthis was an attempt to refine
some of the more econt.")misticstudies which had prevai~le
in the 1970s. One analyst commented that:

ot.·_;: economic identification of classes is not the
J.ast word, but merely the first, and that it is tp
political, sociali cultural and ideqlogical
character of classes which renders them real andrecogfl..:,)Clblesocial cs.tegories ••• Our under standi
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of working-class culture, of petty-bourgeoispolitics, of social networks, of ideologicals5patterns is crude where it exists at all ....

Conceived in this way, the majority of the studies which
followed while closely adhering to a class analysis,
sought to first ident.if~ classes and then to e;<plore

~.their cultural manifestations, grappling with the notions
of "culture" and "class consciousness", and to
distinguish and explain the differences and
contradictions within the (worlt!ng) olasses ..While this
stud~ by no means Bets out to eliminate "cl~"ssffas a

\' II

baeic tool of analysi.s (as the preceding disou3sion
indicates), it does suggest that "clae,.."alone is

"

somewha.t.r:rudea tool with which to analyse the,
cc.'l.ilplexities of the townships. Early on, in fact~ Ml~k\,

remarked upon U1Elimpossibility of loca~in~\
~
~.

and Rathbone
a. "homogeneous working cl~.s culture" in South Africa;
but they insisted that:

{The] lack of homogeneity does not, hawever, deny
the existence of a class; even in the "advanced"
capitalist societies of Europe and North America the
'~onsciousness of a class "in itself and for itself"
has been the exception rathg6 then the rule - andthe rare exception at that.

Therefore, the task of their analyses: was, by first
noting that "culture is inherently pluralistic and
multi-layered," to emphasise the:

••• essantial interrelationships ••• between the
political economy, imperial and lo~al, and class
fo~~tion, between different sections of the working
class and differen~7classes, between class, cultureand con<:lciot1sness. '
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Despite this recognition, early Marxist work did tend
toward class-reductionism, under~.ining the recovery of
the experience cjf the "dominated classestl and showing a
considerable interest in exploring the area of "culture"
in its relatiol1ship to class. Studies such as those
performed on Alexandra, Sophiatown and Vereeniging all
emphasised and analysed these townships "••• as
conglomerates of class·es.."68 Koch, in an account of the
slumyards of Doo~nfontein during the 1929s and 1930B, was
concerned to demonstrate how, borrowing from E.P.
Thompson, If ••• the black tJ'prkingclass of Johannesburg,

~\
'made itself as much "tis it was made~...1169 In approaching
this he adopted Williams' s concepts of ~tdppositional" and

\'1

"alternative" cultures and argued that th~ "black working
class of Johannesburg" during this t,:imedisplayed the
traits of an alternative cu.lture. Couched in a
claSS-based analysis, he concluded that Ii!!ara:qiculture"
,,"providedlittle: unity and coherence to class
consciousness; but his concern to highlight class led him
to downplay other pertinent factors - what Williams would
r,:ferto as residual features - such as ethnicity for
example. However, his innovative use of the work of
Gramsci I Williams and Cla:r:'keat.al. provided one of the
few attempts to apply these concepts to South African
conditions.
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other approaches, while defining "culture" in a

Williams/Thompsonframework, have been characterised by

an inability to apply it. Lunnpresents a study of the

"popular culture" of urban black South Africans for tnr~e

decades culminating in 1976, in which, despite some

consideration of the other urban areas, the mai!i focus is

"...pon ,Soweto~70 She off~~rs a definition of "culturetl

which draws on the approach >d~finedby Williams,

acknowledgingthat "culture" contieLns residual feat~.lres

("inheritance of previous rela~ionsn), a recognitHm that
\ \,

"culture" i*" "part of a whole structure~ If whlle
I.

(' I, .

lIideology" H.\ a "system of thought that translate~$ itself

into practice~J and institutions 'that serve. to maihtain

and endorse tbe status quo..1171 However, j.n tl\is 'pase

"class" is undel:played, there is little indica.tiol'l of

whose,culture $he is referring to nor of whether there is
\

more than one culture involved. In addition, because she

~.as ignored pertinent factors such as communttyand

ethnlcity, her overall conclusion is grounded in a rather
{J

simplistic dominant ideology/cultural-resistance

dichotomyand there is little sense of the "cultural:Z.st:"

te:tminol()gybeing adequately applied in and translated to

the South African context. 72 HoweverI hex' emphasis on

urace" as a category in cultural analysiS is important.

In criticising the tendency to relate class "iirectl.y to

race, she notes that "the coincidence ... ~ of colour and

class Ln S~')uth.Africa ..... helps to endorse the parameters

of the working cIa.ss, which Ls primarily black. ,~73 But,
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she argues,. "in concentrating on a. racially defined area
of cultu:re such as black music, one cannot draw a class
analysis out of cultural practice.,u74

In co~trast to Lunn, Coplan, in his pioneering
examination of the periorming arts of urban Africans in
South Africa, has grappled more closely with the
specifics of South African conditions,. 75 However,
because he has attempted to d,s.~dwith a period spanning
more than a century, he ie only nble to refer very
broadly and unevenly to categories such as cf.as.:and

\ ~
community. Thus, he outlines the categoril1s:t,of '1\,10r~,111g.

-,(

classll and "middle class" in examining the 19.20s and
1930s. But these concepts, perhaps over-empbasise\[ in
some studies, all but disappear when other categories,
such as "community", are introduced. His di.s,,=ussionof
Sophiatown as a community, for example, is a somewhat
ov~;r-rornanti((~~edaccount of the reaction by residents to
theil" harsh and oppressive living conditions; and ignores
the divisions which other writers have noted.i6 Furtherti
after an account of the destruction of Sophia town and the
ensuing intensification of state coercion which followed
the 1960 massacres at Sharpeville and Langa,'any sense of
the pressures, strains and divisions between and within
classes, alnd between and within comtnum.ities, dis~ppears
altogether ~.nd the discussion confines itself to the
reaction of urban Africans as a homogeneous grouping to
their cond~.tions of domination. Despite these
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shortcomings, however, Coplan's work remains one of the
most important overviews of the development of urban
clack nulture in South Africa tc date and has been a
valuable reference source for this studYa

Later studies have surmount:ed many of the initial
problems in applying the new body of cultural
terminology. As Bozzoli and Delius have observed, instead
of defining a st3rting point which began with
predetermined 'ideas of c~~litalism and the ~'Working

the resulting analyses ••• began to look at how
state forms, identities, consciousnesses, and
structures took many different forms, only
coalescing. into large entities (such as uraces") at
particular moments, and ~endering earlier attef' J;s
at correlat499 class, cultur.e, and consciousness
simplistic.

The study by la Hausse of the shebeens in Durban during,
the early part of this century is an excellent lSX"dmple
and his utilisation of class in relation to popular
cultur'l\eand is examined in the concluding section of'.
this chapter ..78

Yet, despite the fact that rect:!ntstudies have
demonstrated a more sophisticated understanding of the
concepts introduced by Gramsci and Williams, it appears
that, in their eagern2ss to apply Lhe new body of theory
hag caused them to ~verlook a major distinction in
Gramsci's wnrk. This! it is argued, is a result of an
ignorance of the cOutext in which Gramsci made his
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observations: Gramsci was concerned to establish how the
ruling classes in cen.tral Europe could successfully .
maintain control for so protracted a period of time,
without the cont.LnuaL use of force. He concluded that it
must happen with the consent of the dominated groupings
and sought to explain the processes involved.79 It was
in this context that the concepts of hegemony, id~ology
and common sense were introduced and utilised, and it is
fc.J':'this reason, that tht·.fare often at odds with a
direct application to t.he r:ituation as it has been in
South African townships.

In discussing the process of "hegemony" in South Africa,
Bozzoli has suggested tha2 heg-emen'.~control in South
Africa has been both incomplete and ~onstantly
threatened, that it has n.ot been "uniformly successful",
and that the state's repeated ~ebo~t to the use of
repressive apparatus suggests its failure to mJ;lintain
c:"'uthor1tythrough more subtle - "hegemonic" - means.80

While these observations have some validity, particularly
during the post-1976 period, it is suggested here that it
was not hege~ic control that was constantly threatened
but rather direct rule. In constructing his argument,
GI.~amsciclearly distinguished between "rule" (domino) -
",•• expressed in dire{;tly political forms and Ln times
of crisis by direct or effective coercion,"- and
"heqemony ,,,81 In South African townships, "rule" has
been predominant becaus~ apartheid created a situation of
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continual crisis. Townships wer"clruled by force, by
(~irect or effective coercion, both covertly and overtly •.
co-opted structures and bodies l'1er..a seei as such, as
demonstrated by the sequence of faile··l~,tate-imposed
black local and homeland government. Indeed, only
recent.ly (post-~976), as the state and capital have
sought to engender a sense of the "free-market" in black
workers, larg~ly to counter th~ burgeoning black trade
unf.on movement, has there been any real semblance of
hegemonic struggle (which by 1984, from the point of view
of the State: ha- failed, provoking a return to direct
force). A true }legemonic struggle will more liklE!lyoccur
as political change advances and black people i1'1 South

'\

Africa become Lncz-eaa,:ugly j.nvolved in tbe parli.amentary
process. 82

It is not: that th~'"concept of hegemony has no
applic~lbility to South African conditions, it is rather
that it should be applied cautiously with sufficient
acknowledgemr of context~ Of great importance,
particularly for cultural studies, is how black people in
South Africa responded to their exper Lence of domf.natidon ,

as well as, in the case of the urban areas, to the
impermanence created by apa~~d legislation. It is here
that: definitions of culturr.::'loihichaddress how st;tbordinate
groupings - in the case of South Africa, the maj,ority of
black people - live, interpret thei:!:'conditions clf
existence and, at certain moments, challenge their
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dominance, are importantt In this regard la Hausse's
definition, in an echo of early American cultural
anthropologists, is pertinent:

"Culture" is ....understood as the means whereby
social groups "handle" the lived experience of their
material conditions of existgnce to prcduce an
expression and representation of th-ese conditions in
a var~ety g3 atti.tudes, values, symbols and
practJ.ces.

In sum, the concepts of "hegemony" and "common sense" may
be constructively applied to South Africun conditions
for, amongst others, understanding and analysing the
cultural responses of subordinate groupings, considering
how "actors" in the various social gl:ou!:,ingsmake sense
of their material conditions of existence in order to act;

coherently within them. This approach is similar to tha't;
which Geertz outlined: it seeks to explore the meaning of
a culture for its actors. But it goes beyond his approach
by, f.irstly, insisting upon analysing and understanding
the different social groupi~,gs within a social formation
including classes, and, secondly, examining the cultural
manifestations from the angle of domination and
subordinatione In this the~is it will be demonstrated
how,. in a situatiol) of "rulal! the residents of
Sharpeville - the "actors" - perceived, made sense of,
and re-interpreted their restrictive conditions of
existence and expressed them both for themselves as well
as for others to see. In this process, just as the
dominant culture preferred to rega'rd them as invisible I
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so too, in some instances, the dominant culture was made
to appear non-existent, as the cultural practices in
Sharpeville were perceived as a "lived wholen•

In considering the social composition of the township of
Sharpeville, the study makes references to the concept of
"community!! which.. as was outlined above, requires
careful attention. It is to this concept that the
discussion now turns.

_AnthroP91qgical approaches to urban community studies:
"net1lOr~,,,,"and Ciurbanisation"

Anthropological studies of urban communities,
.:ticularly those which infl-c,encedthe direction of

similar studies in southern A1:rica, have been
characterised by a concern for analysing the sc',(".".al
relationships between members of groups and between
groups, encapsulated in the conceptual framework of
"social networksll. Barnes, for example, in a study of
Bremnes, a small Norwegian \sland parish, described three
categories of social relationships which formed a type of
network: one based on relationships in the working
situ(~tion, another based on proximi.ty of living areas,
which included thm>(~ relationships based on fr:tendship,
kinship and neighbourliness, and a third kind of
relationship which was distinctive because it was likely
to be of a different nature for each person in the
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community~ Barnes referred to the latter type of network
as a "total netwc>rk", since everyone in a community was
linked to everyone else in one way or ancther, which, fOI

Barnes, corresponded to the social ~;tructure"84 The
other types of networks were chara.cterised as "partial
networks", or "....any extract of the tota.l U~ i..:l,orkbased
on some crl.teri.~,napplicable throu'Jh out the whole
network.n8S Partial networks included those
relationships developed as a result of kinship, marriage,
politics and religion.86

The concept of "network" pro'\ddfada framework for
anthropologists studying urban commund tLea in southern
Africa. Epstein, fc,r example, In a study of Ndola" a town
in the Zambian Cop::>erbelt, observed tha't, in a situation
'where the status of Africans J.i.vingin the tOwri was
uncertain, where i:he economic position of Africans was
precarious, where socially and politically, Africans living
in Ndola experienced uncertain status, and where
legislation served to control the roovement of Africans in
and about -the towns I the African inhabitants had u" ...

elaborated a complex system of organising social
relationships among themselves ....87 Epstein noted that
"networks" provided:

••• a covert or ;i..nformalstructure composed of
inter-personal links which spread out and ramify in
all directiol1s, crisscrossing not only the whole of
the local community, but knitting togethss people in
different towns and in town and country.
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As a research method, this techniqufe of identifying the
different types of social netuorks has proved useful in
analysing empirical data. However, as a theoretical
approach, the studies have tended -.despite an intent.ion
to move beyond structural-functiom.1.lism - to be couched
in a functionalist framework. Because social relations
were considered in terms of how the elements functioned
to mainta~n group identity and stability, the stresses,
strains and contradictions to be found within and between
social relations and within the networks themselves, and
how thetse affected the development of urban cultural
patterns, ~ere not considered at aIle Thus, in developing
an approach for adequately conceptllalising "communitylJ,
the concept, of "networkU on its own is inadequate.

"eo..uni~:y:1t as part of SOCiety

Many community studies have been criticised for failing
to consider the context within which communities are
formed. Thus the early anthropological urban studies
discus~p~ above tended to downplay broader societal
developments. For example, in Pat,w's examination of East
London, despite some r2~ferences to Johannesburg, and in
Wilson and Mafej e I s study of Langa, df'~spite references to
social categories which feature in most other urban
studies - such as tso,!:sis- there ;is little sense of the
dynamics which have caused these different sets of
peoples to be living in the urban areas. 89 These ealt"lier
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wri t.ers did not seek to '?,xplorethe dynamics of power and
subordination involved in the formation of South African
communities, and tended to aonsider culture and community
in a vacuum. Early ncommunit~t studies" in Great Britain
were criticised for much the same reason. Critcher argued
that these st·:- as should not simply consider the "nature
of family life" or the "decline in the quality of leisure
activity," but should ins:J.stupon ".... the structural
context, and the ideology which explains the group·s
situation within it .•,,90

This is not to suggest that '.«:Lcrostudies of this nature
have no value in considering broader soc/Letal
developments. Indeed, they are often of significant va.Iue
in providing a basis for understanding th~ attitudes and
:r:esponsesof the people who live in these communities to
wider events and crises ..Here Brian Jackson's account of
the comntunity of Huddersfield in northern Engl.and is an
excellent example: he demonstrates how "Working Men's
Clubs" r initiated by mi_ddle-class interests ,~ith the aim
of curbing the drinking habits of \-Torking-class man,
eventually came to be controlled by the working-class
itself, who re-defined the role of the clubs in terms of
their own needs, including the re-introduction of
alcohol..,91 Further, the brass-band movenent., which was
initiaten by churches and often patronised by employers
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as well as people from the local middle class, lost their

objecti"e conservative image '-tu.ring times of crisis:

They [brass bands] belon~ t~ the rhetoric of
worldng-class life. In a time of extreme crisis,
sucp as the Great Strike, they might emerge for a
moment, as ,'a voice of protest §'2d unity.. They are one
of the reserves of cc~~unity.

In tl1is case, the peculiarities of a community!s actions

and responses can be madeapparent and, whenconsidered

in terms of wider soci~tal developments, occasion better

analysis .. This is certainly true for understanding how

the Sharpeville of 1960, officially recognised as a

':model township" during the preceding yea~~I assumed a
(c_:..--

leading role in the PAC's anti-pass campaign (discussed

i~lChapter Five below).

_!rile "defended neighbourhood"

In considering a communityas a pazt; of the wider

society, a sound an3lytical method is required. Here the

Chicago school of sociology, -hose approach f~O urban

studies has 'I',aried between examinations "J'£ ecological

processes in, urban society, social organif3atio:n.and

disorganisation, dimensions of .social and persona.:.J..

control, symbolic interaction and the managementof the

self, 9;3 have perfCJrmedan important role. Sk tles, a

sociol.clgist based in this school, has arguec. that

communitymust;be seen II .... as a social category to be

used sol.ely i,or the purposes of description and

analysis .•,,94 According tv Suttles, it should not be



\_I

33

TTiewed in th(, ~ms of a "natura.l community", a concept
introduced by Suttles' predecessors, Park and Burgess,
who considered "oommunf ty" as untouched by different
cultural influences and administrations, and who ignored
the effect of outside influences as well as the feelings
of the occupants themselves.95 Rathar! it should be
considered in arms of the response of a territorial
population to their environment and here Suttles
int';'oduceswhat he terms the -"defended neighbourhood":

the residential group which seals itself off through
the efforts of delim;. ant gangs i by restrictive
covenants, by ~garp boundaries, or by a forbidding
reputation ....

\\

Sllttles argues that the chaxacteristics of the udefended
neighbourhood" are structural rather than sentimental or
associational, the most inportant element being the
identity of the neighbourhood' itself.97 Essentially,

~\

however, it is the perceived or actual outside threat
which defines, the community. Thus, a neighbourhood might:

••• share a common fate at the hands of city
planners, realtors, politicians and industry.
Protest groups, conservation committees spring into
existence, thrive, and then decline, as the issq~
which brought then into existenCE; waxes and wanes.
All this t.ends to give the defended neighbourhood an
ephemeral and transient appearancs, as if it were a
social artefact~ But these social forms are real
enough, and they leave at least a residue of a
formula for subsequent cohesion ••• All of these
structural characteristics give the defended
neighbourhood an affiorphousand indistinct appearance
so long as we look for only a single bounded unit
persisting through time. The defended neighbourhood
can expand or contract bour.daries; its a~tivaticn is
episodic; and the cohesion of its members is always
qualified by alternative loyalties. This does not
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mean that the defended neigbbc:~u'J:'hf)odis uniropor:":ant
but calls for a specification clf that zea Lm ('Jf9~ife
over which it exercises its s~,ecia1. influence." s

The concept of a "defended neighbot:!rhoodu has obvious
applicability to South African townships. Indeed, from
the time of the first forced removal, black-designated
living areas have all become IIdefended neighbourhoodsu,
because they have always been, to a lesser or greater
degrae, uttder the threat of removal. While the cohesion

,
and solidarity in the different townships and areas is
episodic as threats from without, such as removal, wax
and wane, the residues of a formula for subsequent
cohesion are left behind. Employing a conceptual
:;irameworkwhich closely resembles that of a "defended
neighbourhood", Tomaselli has argued that, because
aE!rtq~id decreed that people live in areas according to
race and ethnicity, IJc~"tIunities" in South Africa "havce
fe" """""on interests other than alrhared domination.n99
Thus, the inhabj,tants constitute: \

••• themselves as communities, suffering a commonly
perceived oppression. The source and cause of that
oppression is recognised and these communities ha.ve
established strategies tR;Dhelp them cope wi,th their
everyday circumstan('!4';'s"~,

There are, however, a number of serious probleffiswith
Suttles' approach. The question of internal class
differentiation and compositior)of the ndefended
neighbourhood" is not considered ,and, further, the source
of urban problems is viewed in terms of its most directly
manifssted features; th~y are seen, for example, simply
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as the renult of an incompetent public bureaucracy •. In

dealing with thes'f~problems it is necessary to cor.Lsider

"s'i:ructureU•

Castells, influenced by the wr.)rkcf A}.thusse:r.,ha

considered urban crises in terms of their basis in the

scruccuree of class-based society It They arf': seen as

stemmingfrom the processfJs'l.1t'volved in the reproduction

of labour power, where the state and capital seek to

maintain communities funct:t.onal to capital

accuruulation.101 Here the inhabitants of communities have

a commonexperience of, for example, the prov;Lsion of

infrastructure .. traneport, housing, and other necessary

services, such as education and health ci9.re.1,02 For
"

Castella, this experience i's media.tedby the role of

social process (the conscious aqtions of individuals as

membersof ,~,:,cial groups

image of the ~ity/town),

and diassaa~ii'Udefining their-, ,
'\ '(

and )the role-,'<ofsCtCialhistory
/

il .! (the historical context of tbe process of
\> i/

urbanisation). 103 In thts \tnderstanding, of importan(';e to

Castells are the structur~.l. positions of people - in

t'Jermsdeflned by class, fje't, race, ethnic origins,

cultural traditions and p-ai:terns of l':elationshipt 1
I

different historical' concextia - and howthese i1'lfluence

their actions under d(.)mination. "Urban Cri!lis" is a

result of perceived inadequacies in both th,~ provision of

services as well the perception of the eifec;:tiveness and

adequacy of political representation. i 04 a~u:t·ther1
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experience is seen in terms of the social relationship of
physical space, that is, the perception of space as
mediated by social relations. Here, while space is
initially defined by the domi~lant social grouping, the
definition is never static and may be altered in timeE_"f
urban crisis.10S Castells has influenced a number of
urban studies in South Africa. Seekings, for exa~ple, has
argued that the urban protest ....hich characterised South

\'; , '. J,

Africa during the 1S'!;',.,>s was not a direct. resuiLt of "human
Buffering" or t~I~9k of shelter", but followed a
combination of

"_,-

4teriorating standard of living coupled
'with a percepti~:>n':'Ottthe part of;,residents of the local
state' 8 ino.bility:'!toprovide the "basic goals expected of
an urban system.,,106 The work of castel Is ~s important

\\for this study because it understands ,90mmunities not
simp:ty as homogeneous groupings, but as containinqJpeople
who, although they may occupy different structural
positions, all have the sallteexperience under domination ..
.,It ~'s1n Uds context thaf::~ommuni ty as "defended

1)

nei9hb<>u:t'h~n should be llnderstood"
il

'!'he social CO!'P9sitionof a·,~ity: the l!lPQrtance of

91&8S

In stating that the inhabitants of a community occupy
different struct:lral positions, W~ are aLso referring to
the fact that a community is not simply considered as a
cohesive unit, but one more likely to be divided along
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lines of cla.ast ae well as along othe.r lines, such as
those of age, sex, ethnicity and religious preference.
Class redu:ctioni3m notwithstanding, of the possible
divisions, class remains the most important because it is
the objective relations between the different classes
that essenti.ally defines the capitalist mode of

production and the ~~sulting relations of dOJ1.tinationand
subordination. "Bu;: in community analysts;, it ls not only
the antagonisms'hetween the diffel;'ent classes which

I \ ,,)

require explanat.V':ln,but also. the £~tors which draw
differ~nt classes L::gethe.r.'l'oul:'ikis,in a discussion of
Alexa~t~ra Township (.;~enti~nedabove, argues that the

!P:"\_
:'_,_1relationship betweEn", the African petty-bourgeoisie and

the African working-claRs in the township was ,.
characterised by\"·,•• si!uultanelOus unity and
opposition. ,,107 As a result, there were bid diffe;ent
types of class struggles:

~ c' • c, at times, struggles in Alexandra occurred
between petty-bourgeoisie anG working-class; at
other times, an alliance of these two classes
(constituting utheopeoplel1) challenged (indirectly)
the "power bloc",,' l5

In this study it will be seen that in Sharpev11le there
were similar relationships between these two c,;'l:asses:
initially strong di~isions existed between them, but.
thase were more muted toward I! the end of the 1950s as a
variety of factors threatened the community asa whole,
culminat:..Si in the 1960 Sharpeville shooting ..But
Tourikis' conclUSion that "the cultural practices of
1..1exandra I s classes were a reflection of thelr class
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struggles, class interests and needs," is an example ":".of
the type of analysis ref·}r:cedto above one in which
class is more or less rigidly attached to culture; la
Hausse, in considering the relationship of subordinate
class struggles to culture, has produceaa more
satisfactory ani':,lysis..In an examination of the shebeens
in Durban during the early part of this century, he
a.amonst.cateshow they &f ••• represented generally
defensive attempts by Durban's labouring poor to r .':.;e

their punishing conditions of existgnce more
habitablc .."10~ FU1ther, because the "••• popula.r
consumption of 'poisonous concoctions' [in shsbeensl waa

,\
of popular culture to 'become "... a crucial arEla of ./
struggle between the do:ninant and dominated classes.u110

clearly perceived by capital as a threat to the
achleveme:r(,)of optimum productivity," it caused this form

But, this was not Simply "work;ng class" response as,
according to 1a Hausse, fI" •• it is extremely doubtful if
one p'ln even begin to t.alk about; self-conscious

\ \
" .. ,J

class-ba~ed urban cultures in Soutb Afrlca~ul11

Apart from internal class variation~il the community
interacts with and is influenced h;' t.he society .ll.tlarge ..
Indeed, it i~ the lure of the city, the factors which
both draw people to or dislodge them from it, the
conditions under which people are made to live,. that
define a signlficant aspect of the hegemonic struggle
between the dominant and nubordinate classes~ In this
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thesis it will ba demonstrated how it was the structural
positioh of Sharpevillc in relation to Johannesburg and
Soweto, its status as a.country ~own, tha.td~fined
crucial aspects of its social existence manifested il1

such cultural expressj,ons as football, boxing and musical
performa~ce.

"Bwaau ageDc;t"_and COIIaUDit)!

It will be a,lso seen in thi:s study how Sharpeville' fii

cultural and community Qharacteristics wer.e not only a

result of its structural position in relation to Soweto
and Jo11annesburg; they were also the creation of its

resiaents. Indeed, the identity of the community - a
po!.nt Suttles ,i,~troduced but never adequately explored -
(',r the notion of a cOlQlllunity as symbolised in the m:i.nds
of it~ occupants, is as impQrtant as a structu~al
al&Alys1.$of it. As Brake has observed, the W'physical
space [of a community] is not merely a simple territorial
~mperat~.vet but symboU.c of a whole lifft-style",,112
Considered in this way, Cohen argue" that community must
be conceptualised as A ~Yffibolicrather than a structural
construct:

In seeking to understand the phenomenon of community
we have to regard its constituent social relations
as repositories of meaning for its membe\~S, not as a
set of mechanical linkages ....co.nununityi~xists inthe minds of its members, and should not De confused
with geogr'lphic or. sooiographic asse:t'tionsof
"factu• By extension, th~ dls'Cinctiveness of
communities and, thus, the reality of their
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boundaries, simi!. 'ly lies in the mind., in the
meanings which pe~~~l~ atta,ch to them, not in their
structural forms.1•3

Thus, the insistence is upon the significance of the
symbolic meaning of community tor the human agents
themselves. Here, then, commuld ty becomes a cultural
construct, an aspect of how people make sense of their
material conditions oi:::!xistence..In this regard, Bozzoli
has suggested that in order to use IJcommunity'~as an
analytj.cal tool~ it is imperative to r(Jgard the people
who constitute the colllltl.mityas active agsnts in
constructing their histor~'1 of which their reaction to
state initiatives and capitalist transform~tions ie. only
a part.'1. In this study, it will be observed bow, in
fact ~hen';Sharpeville was first establish$d, it was
symbolically perceive~ by its inhabitaats as comprising
not one, but a series of communities, which signific,ntly
affected its subsequent social and cultural de,,·elopment.

~lus1on

In sum, this discussion has argued that c~llture embodies
the way different social groups perceive, make sense of
and express their !;Iooialand material condi,tions of
existence in order to act cohere~tly' within them ..In any

given society tl :e may exist a number of cultures, some
of which may be in .-:>ppositionto each.vther ..In
capitalist society, dominant classes or groups attempt to
impose their way of thinking on the dominated so that. i.t
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appears there is Conlyone set of ideas .::)'1:' cultural forms.
The responses of dominated groups are not necessarily
uniform nor coherent; they contain both residues from the
past as well as emergent or new forms, and m~y either
directly challenge the dominant Ctllture or merely exist
as alternatives to Lt.. For analytical purposes, the
chapter stressed the imp'Ilrtanceof retaining the notion
"of the soc,al whole, arguing that sr.ruoture as well as
human age~cy are crucial constituents.

The discussiad has tried to avoid the trap of attempting
to provide a precise definition of ucommunityff. For
analytical purposes, it is of greater value to explore
the reasons a group of people consider themselves to
belong to a community or, should the contrary apply, why
they do ..not'.As with cultural analysis, both structure
an({\agency have been emphasised ..A rigorous community
analysis would include a considerlttion of the internal
class differentiation ~f the community along with other
di~l:i,slc:mssuch as age, area,and ethnic! ty • In additl.onI
it would study the community's position in relation to
the rest of the society; here the conception of the
"defended neighbourhood" was posed as a useful ana':ir"tical
tool. Finally, it would explore the perception' vi ths
people themsei'">les- percept1;ons that lend an impo~tant
dimenslon to the definition of IIcommunity".
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Following upon these conclusions. the ensuing three

chapters examine both the origins as well as social

composdtd.on of the township of Sharpsville in its early

yearst and provide a detailed analysis of the perception

of the new+':()wnsnipin the minds of its inhabitants .. In

consi(ier:1ngthe emerging life-styles and social trends of

the to~ns~,\p, the dir:scussion observes how, to all Lnt.ents

and purposes, its inhabitants at first did not regard

themselves as belonging to a ~ingle townstdp or

community.Instt\;~.d, threc~ different axeaa, each

commandingits own set of loyaltiea, were defined - a
fact whic:hsignificantly infl\.'\enced Sbarpeville' s

development..

r r
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THE BEGINNING OF A "MODEL LOCATION"?

'.fHE ORIGINS OF SBAR.PPmLLE

This chapter explores the origins of the township of
Sharpeville through a consideration of the historical and
social developments in the area prior to its inception in
1943i the factors which caused the demise of the original
black settlement area in Vereeniging, Top Location, and the
removal of its residents to Sharpeville between 1943 and
1960. The chapter derrJ.onstrateshow these pr.ior developments
f~ ',d the basi.s of the structural composition of early

-,

Sharpeville. Further, it notes how the nature of the removal
of Top Location, coupled with the different reactions of
residents to it, created a situation of profound area
rivalry, which a£2ected the subsequent social and cultural
development of the township.

The origin o,!.VeJ..'eeDiging

Vereeniging had its origins in 1892, fourteen years after
vast coal deposits were discovered in the area.' Due to its
location near the Vaal River where the coal deposits were
locatedi it expanded fairly rapidly. The town developed
around the Union Steel Corporation (USCO), established in
1913, and later the State-controlled Iron and Steel
Corporation (ISCOR), at Vanderbijlpark, some twenty
kilometres from Vereeniging. The secondary industries which
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developed thereafter were by-and-large heavy industries
centred around steel and metal production.2 Through its
steel industry, Vereeniging provided the bulk of South
Africa's munitions during the Second World War. Rapid
industrial expansion ensued and this in tuzn fostered a
~izeable jurrp in both white and black populations,
reportedly a threefold increase in the decade ending ill

1945.3

Sharpeville was constructed only in 1943. Prior to that,
Africans living in Vereeniging were accommodated in "'rt~P

Location, II or uTopvill-e" I as residents knew it, which r"iiaS

establish~d in 1912 on what was then the municipal
boundary.5 According to Shakinovsky, black workers were
attrdcted to Vereeniging from as early as 1900 by the
relatively higher wages offered by the heavy indust~ies
there ..6 But the work itself: "....entailed hard phys:ical
Labour and long shifts. Consequently workers were quickly
worn out, and the turnover of workers in the area was
particularly rapid.,,7 For the Vereeniging Town. Council
(hereafter VTC) this caused what the council felt was "•••an
unusually severe drain on rnu~licipality resources",
presumably because of the cost of processing people ~mtering
and leaving the area, as well as the allocation of hO'Q,ses.8

Like that of many other authorities on the Rand, such as,
for example, S,ophiatown and Alexandra, the VTC's response
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was to implement a housing scheme whereby residents in Top
Locati.on were allocated It.''l.rd for rent on which they built
their own houses.9 This resulted in a class of African
landlords who built houses and lean-to shacks on the land
they rented from the VTCt which they in turn rented out.
Petrus Tom, who was born in Top Location, recallsg

We lived with coloureds in the southern part of Topville
(as it was later called) ..""'ndiansand Chinese lived on the
eastern side and they ownea shops and a bioscope. Blacks
owned grocery shops~ butcheries, tailor and vegetable
shops. Blacks also owned stands. They had1Eenants and
would rent ten or more rooms in one yard.

The situation of tenancy resulted in the creatioll of a
relatively well-off class of African, Indian and "Coloured"
landlords, and a larger group of tenants and sub-tenants,
which had the effect of creating incipient class divisions
within the location, By the 1940s, this was exacerbated by
an unrelenting African landlord class:

Through the Native Advisory Board11, it [the class of
landlords] demanded higher influx control, rejected
alternatives to state education attempted in i943, and in
i944 protested against attempts to lower rf~ts at the
expense of fees accruing to the landlords.

The disparity in the incomes of the two groups was widened
by the fact that, as a 1949 survey noted, the landlords were
older and more established members of the community and
therefore more likely to have been:

••• employed for long periods with the same firms with
consequent better chances of having att.ained promotion .ic
rises in wages~ Alternatively, their chances of acquiring
a knowledge of which lines of employment are more
remunerative have been increased by their long periods of
residence r~dthey have taken advantage of this
knowledge"
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While a section of the landlord class belonged to the
petty-bourgeoisie - shop owners I teaci:.ersand other
professionals - a significant portion of it was objectively
part of the wc.t:kingclass ..Thus, the upper echelons of Top
Location sooiety consisted of a middle class and an
upwurdly-mobile working class, much the same as it was in
Sophiai::own,as Lodge has described: "Landlordism [in
Sophiatown] could embrace people drawn from both
working-class and petty-bourgeois occupations ..n14 This
indicates the extent to which social categoxies blur in
newly formed populations such as these. Still, some of these
class distinctions were to persist and fInd expression in
Sharpeville itself in later times.

Rapid population expansion and the 193'1 unrest: MOtiva.!:!QP.

for a new township

The 1930s and 1940s witnessed a massive increase in black
urbanisation. Johannesburg's black populationr for example,
rose by 40% in the ten years ending in 1936.15 In
Vereeniging, the percentage increase was even largeJ::'~
between 1935 and 1937 the populatioltlof Top Location
doubled. 16 One of the reasons for this was the inability of
the African reserves to provide adequate subsietence for
their populations, as well as heightening exploitat.ion and
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harsh treatment of black tenants by struggling white
farmers, all adversely affected by severe drought in the
early 1930s.17 Peter Mathib;:;la was born i"lTop Location in
1952. His father, Petrus, was born on a farm near Bethlehem
on the Lesotho border, where he had been a sharecropper
until he was forced off the farm in 1945. He then found
emploFdent with the South African Railways, which brought
him and his family to T(.')pLocatj,cn.18 Scme sharecroppers
arrived in the Vereeniging with their stock which they
housed either in Top Locat:ton (and later ill Sharpeville), or
in the nearby vicinity:

They ,his grandparents] never had a farm, they were,
tenants on ..~ farm. Then they left that place [farm in the
O.F.S~l becaLse my grandfather had more c~ttle than the
owner of the farm. Then he used to tell my grandfather
that he mu.st slaughter - get rid of - some of his cattle
and even sheep and chickens. He used to tell him that if
he can't do that, he must see that he moves out. It got to
a point when he was finding he hardly had auy cattle left,
then he decided to leave the farm. Then he came down to
Brick and Tile f.VereenigingJ and there had had to build a
kraal where he could keep thems He started ~o look for a
job and t~en he got one at Brick and Tile.'

While economic decline in the Rand's rural hinterL~nd was a
key ~ause of the flood Qt migrants, many of whom were
13asothosI industrial growth ~~as also an important fact()r..An
economic boom was induced ny the Second World War and
Vereeniging - with its growing st€:eJ.ind\1.s'!:ry-r became the
centre of South Africa's munitions production and as a
result saw a rapid expansion of production. The families of
many of the current residents in Sharpevil1e arrh'l'edill the
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Vaal Triangle during t~is period of indU1,:;trialexpansion.
The Mabena family t for example, rnove(~t..: Top Location in
1933, when Ton, Mabena followed his ej::·loye1:' there:

From Springs they ;...eve to Top LocatL "l. What makes them
move is my father is working as a lor driver, when his
employer, Mr G Burroughs, wanted to me "'10frOmthat side to
Vereeaiging. So my father followed him .t

Most of the middle-aged and e.l';:":"';~Ypeople in Sharpeville
,yere born' .= Top Looation, their parents having moved there
e~rlier, many from Lesotho ..A stralght line drawn f;r:odt
Lesotho to Johannesburg shows Vereeuigi.ng to be directly !m
route, which is probably why it was one of the places where
Basotho people ~~eking work in the cities converged. James

)!
Lengane, for ex1;mple, was born in Top Loqation in 194:5. His
father hailed 'rom Basutoland, his mother from Thaba tytchu,

j'

al r'hO".lgh th~i' ,;,nly encountered each ot~ler in Vereeniging,
where they were married. Let.gane"s father came to
Vereeniging in search of employment.21

Many of the newly urba.l:.dsedwere women, the bulk of whom
came f:(bm Basutoland. Bonner notes that it was a combination
of rural impoverishment and the system of labour migrancy
th 1 22at saw arge numbers of Basotho women leavt; their homes"
Land shortages and depressiQn, exacerbated by the severe
drought in the early 1930$, considerably reduced the ability
of many young :Jasotho mer, to pay a full bohali (bridewealth)
pa~nent and most resorted to paying £hobale instead.
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Normally, chobale served as a compensation payment paid to
the father of a women by the man she had eloped with ..It
could:

••~ subsequently constitute the first inst~lmeif":r: of a full
bohali (bridewealth) payment, but in p:r:actJ.cel.,'_: all too
often allowed marriage on the cheap an~ ref23cted the
grOWC.Llgpoverty of much of Basotho socl.ety.

B~cause the full bridewealth payment was not paid, an
increasing number of these women were often abandoned by
their husbands:

~ithout transferring a large pI:oPQrtic"T.of the b:ridewealth
payment, men enjoyed only l:tmited rig: .it) over th.:!ir
children and a much weaker bond was sustained between
husband and wife. lI~n were,?encouraged to adopt a more
casual and cavalier attitude towards their spouses, and
were more inclined to disappea:a: into South Africa and
never return ..2~

With a marital bond that was not particularly uecure, these
women found themselves in a marginal situation in their
homes, the homesteads of their fathers-in-law - in which, by
custom, i.~~;were obliged to live - and were more likely to
experience sexue L advances from the men residing there. Once
deserted by their husbands, the \'lomenoften set off in
search of themc25 Widowed women were another category
likely to leave Basutoland. According to Bonner, once
widvwed, a women in Basutoland faced either of twc
unfavourable options: tI ••• to be married to a male kinaman
of their husband (the levirate system), or to r~lIlain
pe:t'petuallyvulnerable to men.,,26 In terms of the latter,
because of land shortages and as these l.,omenno longer had
the protection of their husbands, their lands were often
extracted by chiefs. As a result, these W("~en often
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abandoned their homes~ But the majority of women who
cont.ributed to the mounth.ij exodus were those .1 .... properly
married by cattle and living with their children in
mcnocamous homes. ,~27 Because of the migrant labour system,
husbands frequently had to :-eturn to the nlaces of
employment soon after marriag~ and, in most instances, were
gone for considerable lengths of time; some whom never
returned. As a result:

Many women were thus condemned to live lives of profound
insecurity and poverty, never knowing when their husbands
would2§ome home or where their family wou.ld get their next
meal.

This was compounded by tension in their new homes - the
homesteads of their in-laws - most comrr,onlycaused by the
infrequerii:.remittance, as well as allo~\atir.m,of monies frotTl

',I

husbands. 29 Frequently these women joii\ed the others who
were searching for t1:leirspouses and in most cases VI ....

woulc1 find that they had disappeared without trace"u30
Instead of returning to,Basutoland, many opted for a life of
brewing' beer and prostitution:

Overnight, "re13pectablen married women thus became
transformed into the notorious unattached and undesirable
Basot~9 women so reviled by white administrators at thetime. .

'lIne rapid popula ti on growth in Vereen1ging caused severe
over-crowding in Top Location, and this, coupled with poor
sanitation resulted in the.spread of disE<ases such as
typhoid, polio, tuberculosis, pneumonia and gastroenteritis.
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In two mantas of 1946, m'!arly 150 people died of pneumonf.a,
eighty five of ga.stroenteritis, and twenty four from
tuberculosis. 32 The lack of accommodation affected
production in the area as well. Chaskalson notes that it:

.....began to be a limiting factor on the expansion of
production and i:he [Vereeniging Town} Council came under
pressure ~rom l()cal industr'ialists to prov'ide more Africanhousing. 3.;)

Rather than provide more houses, the VTC resolved to
construct a new township,~ following the recommendation of a
Commission of EnQlliry into the causes of a violent clash
between police and residents in September 1937, which saw
the deaths of two whit(",constables, wi.th doaens of other
demonstrators and policemen wounded.34 TtA Cor~ission found
that it was the intrc.duc-Cionof the pick-up van along with
the indiscriminate use of sjamboks by black pol::l..cemei~that
had sparked o1:f the clash, but also criticised the VTC for
its inadequate control of the location - its inability to
curtail illicit beer brewin~ as ~ll as control illegal
entry into the locatibn.35 The bulk of illegal dwellers

Iwere the Basotho w~en referred to abOVe, who were also
-, '[

largely reaponsible for the illegal beer brewing. !n order
to resolve the problems the Commission proposed the
cons+eactdon of a J.'),ewtownship:

~'heexistence of a serious state of overcrowding is
apparent and is frankly admit.b~d by the Council, hut
eniargement is not possible for the reason that the rapid
development of the Town of Vereeniging threatens to
encircle the Location with Eur:opean resiaenti~t areas andmakes its removal to another site im~rative.
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s~ Native ~sbip

As a result of the above, the Vereeniging Town Counoil
purchased a site two miles west of the central area of
Vereeniging upon whioh Sharpe Native Township (Sharpsville)
was established.37 According to Leigh, Sharpeville was
named: n ..... at the request of the residents themselves in
honour of Mayor John Lillie Sharpe ••• a man renowned for
his interest in the welfare of the Bantu n38••• Removals to
Sharpeville began in 1943 and contiJ:l.uodover a. period of
fifteen ye~,rs"as houses became availa.bV'..The removal was
marked by the faot. that initially Top Looation resident$
were called upon to vollmb~al!.to reloc'ate to Sharp!i..·l1le and
many responded to the call. It was only the removal of the
final group of people in 1959 that bore the mark of a
genuine forced removal.

According to Petrus Tom, many of its reside.'ltswere not
!

happy about being moved to Sharpeville: IIMany [people]
disll1ltedthe removal L froID.Top location]. People went to
Evaton, Lesotho. Only thoRe who were not able to leave
completely came to Sharpev'ille...39 As was the case in most;
examples of removal, those who objected to it were
by-and-Iarge the rel.atively afflueiJt group of African
lan.dlords.40 Tom recalls that one such stand-owner in Top
location went as fal::as chall.enging the authority of the
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Vereeniging Town Council to carry out the removal, with the
backing of a Communist lij',wyer;Joe Slovo:

As time went by I a cour+-eaee challenged the removal.
Lawl"Q:t:'s'.Mr Slovo from Wits - helped [a1 Mr Sheshe to
challenge the Vereeniging Municipality. Mr Sheshe's case
was unfortunately defeated.4lolice took his belongings and
threw them out of Topville.

In fact, Sheshe lead the challenge of a group of ten
standholders and their tenants. The group lost the case, but
only after Sheshe had taken the VTC to the Appellate
Division. The entire group was removed as a result. Sheshe
refused to go to Sharpeville, repairing instead to nearby
Evaton.42 Indeed, many landlords went to Evaton because, as
.itwas a freehold area, they could own land there as well:

••~ the landlords, a lot of them went to Evaton because
even when they were still in Top Location they were still
having stands in Evatbn. They bought some there as well
because they did not want. ti3be under the municipality,they wanted their own land. '

Elutother landlords were qUitei:~_!llingto make the move ..
'l'hiswas the grouping who disliked accommodating tenants
lIrho,by brewio'0 beer and engaging in other aueh pradtices,
drew the attention of the police to their properties.44
These landlords were also lured by offers of compensation
from the VereenigiJ.lgMunic:f.pali'ty:"....landlords
volunteered [to move to Sharpe11ille] because of the money
that the}Ywere getting fx:·omthe municipality .....They got
compensated for being moved.,,45
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However, the bulk of residents who volunteered to move to
Sharpeville were tenants in Top Location, who were enticed
by the offer of "bigger" houses in Sharpeville:

••• the houses in Topville were a room the size of this
aIle[one of the rooms in a standard four-roomed house in
Sharpeville]. Now they could see that the advantage of
having a house in Sharpeville, you were having a
four-roomed house and you wel~ having a yard, and it's not
cramped like the one in Top.

others were persuaded by the unfavourable living conditions
in Top Location: "You know, it [Top Location] is an old
location, very dilapidated, in poor condition, and then the
government decided to do us a modern towm;hip.u47

It appears that there was another group of people who did
not .want to be removed from Top Location. Chaskal~!Jonhas

~\
IIobeery-edthat many of the original tenants of Top Location

resented the removal to Sharpeville because it was more
easily controlled th~n Top Location had been:

The slumyards of Old Location (Top) could no~ be l)atrolled
as effectively as the neat rows of houses in'Shar~~ville,
and they provided shelter for gangs of unemployed youths
and for prostitutes and beer brewers who serviced the
nearby industrial compounds. Sporadic po:Lice raids servf;!d
to disrupt the activities of the Topville
lumpenproletariat, b~S they never really threatened itscontinued existence.

Whatever their intentions however, there is evidence t:o
suggest that much of this grouping never actually made it to
Sharpeville: most were not registered with the township
administration and were therefore not in a position to be

allocated houses.49 Thus, after Top Location was finally
demolished in 1959, many of its lumpenproletarians were
forced to move to Evaton which, like Top location, was a



56

f~eehold township and could therefore accommodatethem. The

majority of these illegal dWEtllerswere Basotho women

(described above) who relied for their subsistence upon the

brewing of beer. The Top Localt:ionbeerhall, built in the

late 1930s, had run at a loss during its entire period of

operatil:>n, due largely to the eff(.'Irts of the womenbrewers

whoorchestrated a boycott of thE.beerhall in 1939.50 By
1942, the V".cc considered closing it downbut declined to do

so for :Eearof encouraging an escalation in illegal

beer-brcawing.51 By contrast, ,the Sharpeville beerhall was

profitable from its inception Ln 1943 and, after a recipe

for bre1ring beer more cheaply ~tas discovered, it increased

its pro:fit margins even furthe~~, enabling the VTCto finance

the eff~ective administration a~~dcontrol of the new

township.52 The VTCquickly e~tpandedits beer brewing

industry and by 1959 there wer~,two beer-halls and eight
n

off-sales depots. 53 This therE~fore strongly suggests that

manyof the militant beer brewers of Top Location did not

relocate in Sharpeville. In general, the very poor beer

brewers ended up in Evaton whill!!- as will be seen in

Chapter Four - the "respectablell', more financially secure

ones wer.eable to j~e-establish i~hemselvesin Sharpeville.

A further by-produ1:::tof prevent1,ng muchof Top Location t s

lumpenproletariat :Eromresettling in Sharpeville, was that

i t diverted mucho:Ethe acti vi ti'(;!l:)·of the notorious Sotho

migrant gang, the "Russians", fr()m the Vereeniging area to
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Evaton.54 In Chapter Four it will be seen that their return

in the late 1950s was a factor wh.ich led to the Sharpevilh=

shooting in 1960.

The new township of Sharpevilll9 was intended to have 5 000

houses, although only 3 800 were constructed~55 It also

included what was known as a "native village" which was an

area set aside for those wanting to construct, their own

houses on land leased from the Council fo:r:'ninety nine
\

years. In addition there was a section known as an "Asiati.:::

BazC"ar",and a quarter for ';coloureds" to reside in. 56

This wan for the grouping of "coloured" peor~le whomoved to

Sharpeville. Only a small prol~rtion c,f the "coloured"

population and none of the Indian population who were

residing in Top Location move~~to Sharpaville. Most in facl:

remained,;in TOpLocation unti:L the VTChad :constructed
;)

separate townships for them il~ 1967.57

Sharpeville als<:lhad single-s,ex hostels and by 1949 the

first hostel to be constructed had a populat:ton of 1 120 men

paying a rent of fifteen shillings per month.,58 Houses were

allocated at the rate of thirty five per mcmthfrom 1946

and, in that year, residents could rent fOl1r-rt.')omed houses

withot1't bathrooms for 27/-6 and ones 'With .bathrooms for

28/-6.59 By 1947 the township had a population of ~J 755,

just over half that of Top Location ..60



58

For the residents transferred there, Sharpeville represented
an improvement in living conditions. The crime rate was
lower than that reported in Top Location, and health
conditions were better.61 But t.he cost of living was
signif.icantly higher, and by 1946 a large number of
residents were in rent arrears, unable to afford ~he
increased rentals.62 The Vereeniging Town Council, however,

I'

considered the construction to have been a highly successful
undertaking and took pride in ha"''''ingestablished what they
regarded as a model LocatiLon, 63 1~lhemain road in

(', I!

Sharpeville - Seeiso stl~~et - had street lights and running
water was provided ..In addition, there was a brewery, a
clinic and °a library I alld wQekly film shows W'er~ screened at
the communal hall ..64 A4~cording to Chaskalson, tOfrom the
kXtint-of view of both fl~cilities and cont.roL, Sharpeville
was a native adminit;tr~tor' & dream..n65

'/
(i

(f

In contrast to the view of the VTC, the reSidents of
Sharpsville be9a~ to,formulaEe their perspective of their
new home.. One aspect of this was how residents began to
r~~er to different areas in the township by names. According
to informants, the naming of tha "suburhSlt'cf ~harpeville by

residents was for the purpose, of aSSisting oirection-gj,vi.ng
by articulating identifiable points of reference. But it was
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also part of the process of· imbuing meaning and expression,
naking sense of otherwise drab, uninteresting and even
confusing surroundings.

The landlords from Top Location oWlled stands in the "native
vil.lage1t and constructed houses there; residents referred to
this area simply as UStands". The first houses to be built
in Sharpeville had grey roof~, and the area became known as
UPutswastene" (Sotho: UPutswa" .. ngreylljAfrikaans: IIstene" =
"bcLcks"}, Those "colouredOi people residing in To"" Location
who moved to Sharpeville, werE~ mOVfod to an area near the

II

communal hall where the police ~~~tiJ!onwas built. In this
area the houses had red roofs and consequently the area came
to be known as "Rooistene". "Phomolongff (Sotho: "Phomolou III

"rest") was so-named due to the large number of churches
built in that area. The area known as "Vergenoeg" (Afrika.ans
for "far enough") was so-named because, according to one
resident, Uit doesntt matter from where in Sharpeville you
are coming I Vexgenoeg is far enough away 1u66 tfSeapoine' has
the dam, Leeukuil Pan, next to it. Leeukuil Pan 1.s knnwll t(.')
the residents as 'tDhlomo Da."llu after a stock owner who kept
his cattle next to it during the 19505 and 1960s.67

"Vuka!7.enzele" (Zulu: "Vuka" = "wake up") was the area where
the last residents to be moved from Top Lq(.a.tionwere
located. This area, known to the authorities ~s Sharpeville
EJrtension 1, contained "site and servi\~errstands each of
''ihichconsisted of a t,emporary housing structure and a
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Fig.. iii ;{!:,22) "Put!"filstene".

. (bottom) URooistene"
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Fig. iv (toe) "Vukazenze~en
.J_bottom) nCat~llindsU
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toilet. Residents were provided with chec':'pbuilding

materials and had to build houses within five years O~ else

i:orfeit their r.ight to remain there. 68 As a result~

residents began to refl)r to the area as "Vukazenzele" or

"Wakeup and do it yourselfl,,69

"Phelendaba" and "Kensington" are the only two "suburbs"

whose namesI cr:i.gins are not quite as easy to establish.

According to an i~1.fcrmant" "Phelendaba" me-ans lithe end of
the !"tory" or the "end of the t~ewsU and was so named because

it was the last area to be constructed in SharpevillEl.

"Kensingtc:.nll is the area which comprised the hostels in

Sharpevill.e and only became a res:i,dential area in 19130. In

1979, the occupants were all moved to ne~ly cc.'lrlstructed

hostals 1'1'1Sebokeng: and the host;els in Sharpeville werle

converte:d into houses. Two of the first residents 1,.,,1th,e new

residential area were SamNtje and, Peter Mathibela .. Bet'lfeen

them they decided to name the 't!"W suburb. Initially the:v-

wauted to name i t !lPhilad.elph~.a n ,after: one of the jazz

centr~s in the USA,but i~,.:~ltit was not quite appropria.te.

Instead they settled for "'~Em~lington" which reflected 'their

optimism for "a bette,\:' lif~i-styleU, ep1tcmised by that; of

the residents of Kensi.ngton in London..70
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The effect of re.oval: neighbourhood rivalry

Th~ .laming of the suburbs also reflected the division of the

township into a number of riv3.l areas and this was based

upon the largely voluntary nat.ure of the removal from Top

location to Sharpeville4 The eff3ct of more forced removals

in South Africa have been examined by a number I;"~'f w:t'i tars.

The studies note their disruptive effect UP0l! t.he people

involved .. Maasdorp and PillaYI1 for .~~xample,remark that even

in situations of "normalIt, "non-segJ,:egation!st" relocations

in other parts of the world, the oubcomehas been one of

severe trauma for those im"olved.71 Pinnock has observed

how the forced removals in Cape TO\~1 during the 1960s

disrupted. the affected c:ommuniti~si.n a way thalt:

• '. binding social f,'.)rces provided by communfty fao!li ties
and churches were broken down .... when such venues - oftel1
built by communities at c(,)l1,~derable expense - were lost
as 'the families were moved.

Pinnock observes th.at neighbourhoods were broken';down

because individual people, and not entire neighbourhoods,

were moved..73 The removal of Top T..ocat.Lon produced a

similar consequence for some of 1.ts :residents. For others,

however, the removal had the OPf;ositl~effect, and, to a

certain extent, even strengthened already established

networks and ne,ighbourhoods. Th.i.swas because initially, as

shown above, the relocation was voluntary and only in the

latter stages were people actually physically forced to
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move. The Top location removal was thus quite different from

other, forced, removals and this had a significant effect

upon the subsequent development of Sharpevillea

The zemoveL was effected in three phases: the first major

group of people movedto the area knownas Putswaste:ne from

1943 i tho second to Rooistel1e from 1948 and to Phomc.longand

PheLendaba from 19S0); and the final sta'Je was the forced

removal to Vukazenzele in 1959. During the first twC)-

voluntc.l.ry....mcves, the t.owncouncil called on those people

whowished to move to SharpeviJ.1.eto volunteer to do SOj

landlol:ds wlereoffered compensatdonand tenants wer.~offered

better houses (although at highE~rrentals). 74 'l'he ;Eact that

initially there was choice involved served to divid,e the new

residents of Shar~?eville, as Petrus Tom, whowas movedfronl

Top L,'>cationin 1959, recalls: Illl'his [voluntary mOVE~ to

Sb.arpeville] caused division amongthe people because some

wanted to live :I.nSharpeville and others not. ,,75 Fu:rther,

the first group to arrive in Sha:r'peville was reasonahly well

settled before the second arrived. Relationships had been

re-established and, in manycases, groups of friends and

rela tiona had movedtogether. People in each of the areas

then, had much in commonwith each other, but little with

the inhabitants of the ot.hers. The;f:tnal gr()up was the only

one to be: forc:f.bly movedand, despit~ being a fairly

disparate g:couping, were drawn together by a. common

opposition to the removal.76
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There was also an ethnic dimension to the relocation.. UHlike
later r.emovals to such as those to Soweto, which wer~
E~ffected on an ethnic basis, people moving to Sharpeville
uere allocated houses on a random basis. But, ironically, in
J:."esistingthe impersonality of their random removal, many
families arriving in Sharpeville attempted to have houses
aLLocatied nEtarby friends, often on an etl1nic l'>a':Jis.77For
exampke , whEm a Zulu family was moved , Ztllu families to
follow would attempt to be alloeat.ea hou13es ill the same
area. There is also evidence to Sllgg~~t t..iJat faml:1ies went
as far as excha.n',3'inghouses in order to be cloe6r to
friends. 78 Ac(.,,:~ndingto some residents,. the r~.ason for this
was that in the earl;;;'days - (:.1930s and 'i ,.,4,(1) - many people
had only :recently arrived from the :r.e;::;erveareas and had
preserved the ties with their rural homesteads.79

Despite this ethnic dimension, the removal did not have a
racial slant. In Top Location Indians and "coloureds" had
integrated into the community: "In Top Location we lived
together with coloureds and Indians and we were marrying
each other."SO The grouping of "colouredll" who moved to
Sharpeville were no~ considered any differently from the
rest of the new inhabitants of Sharpeville and were part of
the grouping who moved voluntarily to the new township.81
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Nevertheless, the consequence of the above was to divide the
new township according to the period in which people moved;
this manifested itself in intense neighbourhood rivalry_
Petrus Tom, who arrived in Vuka in 1959, experienced the
rivalry as follows: "When we arrived from Top Locationi we
couldn't go to Rooistene. We were people from Topville, you
see, so they try to beat us Up.,sv82

The rivalry was a combination of two factors; the ~etention
of certain links during the move from Top Location to
Sharpeville and the #3ettling together of groupings of
people; and the ~erins of ties between these groups and
the others due to the timing of the removal as welJ. as the
attitude towards it. It was, therefore, a b~-product of the
way in which the residents of Top location made sense of
their removal. Instead of the Top location networks being
wholly disrupted, there was an effort on the part of some
actively to re-constitute their communities1 and a reaotion
on the part of others to oppose being removed entirely.
While the different reactions reflected, sometimes
complexly, the various structural positions of people, they
also reflected their specific interests - as the
inconsistent reaction of the landlord class illustrates.
Whatever the reason h01irever,the rivalry became a crucial
element in the subsequent social dil.d cultural development of
the township and in the next chapter it will be seen how the
rivalry manifested itself.
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f:BAPTER THREE

LIFE IN ~HE NEW TOWNSHIP: THE EXPRESSIO! OF AREA RIVALRY,

1943 - 1960

During the period 1943 to 1959, Sharpeville was still in the
process of being constructed. As was ~een in the previous
chapter, the removal was spread over almost twenty years -
the first group of people arriving in 1943, the last only in
1959. This ch~pter considers how cultural activities were
affected by the removal and how the new residents of
Charpeville in turn responded. Indeed, the removal of Top
Location may have displaced a significant section of its
lumpenproletariat, as well as disrupting" the lives of its
resitjents, but it did not d(~stroy cultural expression. From
its inception, Sharpevillefs cultural expression was both
rich and varied. The rivalry which resulted from the removal
ensured that much of this expression assumed an "area form" ..
The rivalry was also class-based: indeed, the more
middle-class a person, the less likely he or she was to be
enlJleshedin area rivalry, and the subucb of "Standsl" seemed,
for the most part, to have zemaf.ned aloof from the
mani£.estations of area rivalry. For the majority of
residents, however, territoriality played a significant role
in their daily lives during this period.
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The question of territoriality has been exan~ined el~ewhere.
Whyte has demcnatrratied how teenagers and young adults in
Chicago in the 1930s were drawn to an area - a street corner
- by the leader of their gang and If ••• by the location of
thl3ir crap ~Jame, right next to 'the corner' .f!l1 The corner
became tbf~ gang's point of reference which they tenaciously
defended. 2 Suttles, considering Chicago a few decades later,
observed that teenagers residing in slums there joined gangs,
or Ustreet corner groups", whose identity was es'tablished by
the territory th.ey patrolled. 3 In Sharpeville,
territoriality was manifested in the patterns of evolution of
youth gangs, clS well as in the competitive sports of boxing
and football ..Indeed ..it was most likely to affect those
sub-cultures which lent themselves more naturally to
competition and ag9ressio~i

1/I,

"An outdoor people": the role of the street

Township dwellers in South Africa, residing in identical,
"match-box" houses , on tiny plots of land, have been forced
to spend a good decil of their daily lives in the d1lSty
streets. Children begin playing in the streets from a very
young age. Football matches and games of hopscotch are
regular occurrences. Adults traverse the streets on their way
to and from hus shelters and taxi ranks, visiting friends and
relatives, and going to church services and football matches.
Township street life has always been both vibrant and
culturally important. Nasson, in an ab;90rbirtgstudy of
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District Six, Cape Town, conveys the richness of community
life there prior to its removal in the 1960s. He emphasises
life on the streets:

In District Six ....the rough culture of the st:t'eetran
through life like a brightly coloured thread~ There were
unstaged entertainments which onlookers could stand back
and enjoy, like nois,y squabbles between neighbours over
shared street washin.g lines, pavement fights, swaying and
toppling drunks, or the sorry sight ~.;:" hawkerls
fruit-and-veg~table barrow upending. : ' ttering and mashi111g
its contents.

People living in DistJ:ict Six during the time acknowledge the
role of the street: u •• e outside you could feel the life,
man. We were an outdoor people, then.uS English social
historian, Jerry White, in a study of the Campbell Bunk
community illNorth London, refers to the street as: II ••• a.

theatre which never closed; its audience and actors were
tteve~ "ill asleep at once.fl6 In Sharpeville tC)O, the street.

I

played an important part in the daily lives of residents, and
still does, as was evident during my research. While I was in
th8 township, the streets were always occupied;; children
played, kicking old floor-polish tins or skipping with a
length of rubber hosepipe; gangs loitered in bus shelters
playing dice; drunks stumbled from shebeensi people were
constantly walking up and down the dusty streets. But the
image that these accounts convey is one of a sense of
hal::;,:oniousand joyful relations. This is, however, somewhat
misleading. For in Sharpeville, at least, the streets were
the p'ac~ in which area rivalry manifested itself most
clearly and it was the neighbourhood youth gangs who
expressed it most distinctly.
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1f'erritor;lali.ty and youth 9?lD9s

The removal of Top Location severely disrupted the activities
of its lumpEmproletariat, and gangs were no exception.
According tc> informants, the two major gangs which operated
in Top Loca1:ion were the IIIndians " or "Bafana ba Ricko" (lit:
"Boys of Ki()koU

), who took their name from the ~lUerican
"Cowboy and Indianu fl.lms screened at the local Top Location
cinema; and the ":righting Gurkas".7 The G\.'\rkato leader,
Titus Ngali, left the gang and joined the music band, the
Sharpetown SWingsters, shortly after he arrived in
Sharpeville in 1959. With the move to Sharpeville, only the
nlndians~r survived after its leaderf a certain Kgobedu, was
moved to Putswastene in the 1940s and re-formed his gang
ther~. Apart from !ta leader and its name, however, the
"Indians" of Sharpeville were, to all intents and purposes, a
new gang, most of the members of old having been dislocated
and dispatehad to other areas in the township. or to nearby
Evaton ..

But during the 1950$, involv~~ent in gangs in Sharpeville
"\

Lncreased dramc.-.tically,due largely to a substantial increase
in unemployment among the youth. In the late 1950s
Sharpeville's population was largely young: the 1960 census
reveals that it was composed of 8 655 menf 6 843 women and
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20 863 children. Chaskalson notes that the first generation
of youths born in Top Location reached the Vereeniging job
market in the late 19408.8 This group faun.:!it extremely
difficult to obtain employment, a situB.tion which was
exacerbated by the fact that industrialists in Vereeniging
preferred to employ migrant workers who were prepared to work
for lower wages in dangerous conditions. 9 I.figrantworkers
occupied the hostels in Sharpeville as well as compounds in
local industries such as USCO, Houtkop Brickworks, and
Veree iging Brick and Tile Company until the early 1960s when
they were removed as part of the Uationalist government's
policy to eradicate all industrial compounds in white areas410

This grouping fOl."medthe clas!&-base of the "Russians": gangs
of Basotho migrant workers per..ra.sivethroughout the lReef

during this period. The activit~es of the !·R'U.!I!sians"in the
Vaal Triangle were for the moet part confined to Bvat:on,
which was a freehold township and much. less regulated than
both Sharpeville and, while it e:x;iste'6,Top Location.

I.

However I to'l.\fardsthe end of the 1950s, "R1!!lsiantt presence in
Sharpeville increas9d as a consequence of a tightening of
admini!C.trative control in Evaton. The increase of "Russian"
pzoesence, as will be seen in the next chapter, coupled with
the resulting actions of the VTC, was a cause c~. the 1960
Sharpsville shootin~\



73

The VTC became aware of the problem of youth unemplpyment as
~arly as 1951, end began a programme of encouraging lncal
industrialists to employ local people.11 While tlte Council
had some success in this regard, the programme failed to curb
the rise in unemployment.12 It was the resulting grouping of
unemployed youths who not 'Only joined gangs, .but also
provided much of the backbone of the rivalry between the
abeas. Indeed, as Sharpeville expanded, and as new areas
developed, so new gangs emerged. A gangster called Seila
formed a gang in Rooist~n~,called lIRing Cafe", so-named
because of its members" hllbit of J.oitering out:side the
shopping area in Roolstene,wh!ch.had become known to
residents by this name. The "Apostles" or ttMa,.-Mapostol.;a,ll
fo ed by A certain Mpasa, rivalled the "Indians" in the
upper part& of Put&wastene, closer to Rooistene. On weekends,

.'these gangs frequented 8h~6ns such as Sidwell's sheheen in
',I

Pl.l,tswastene,where,\live jazz music was performed by bands
8UC~f as the Sharpetown Swingsters and the Cooltown
Swi.~gsters ..There, fighting between the ga.ngs frequently
occurred, typi."!allyover women.13 Sam Ntje was a member of

\"_ .._\

'. \uBafana ba Kioko" during this period and he recalls how
"protecting" women formed a significant part of the gang's
activities:

There was not really an:! uformal'~ gangsterism, b~lt pe:i!)ple
collected i.nterms of area, especially over a woman from a
particular area. A gang fr9~ an area would form to
"protect" their territory"
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For the young men in the township, it was 'potentially

danqezoua to court womenfrom rival areas. Courtship patterns

during this period were, howe,\"er$such tbat?it. manwould

generally wait until a womanexpressed interest in him,
before proceeding to court her. But womenwould not

necel'Jsarily conform to the 'tn..1~y "rules" and ;';:re('!Jtently
1 )

expreased interest in men froIt( rival areas .. who, if keen

enough, would have to e~ldure the danger of courting in rival

ter:c.'itories .. This wa~ exacerbated by the fact that parents (
. ,

old not allow oourting to t ;~e place indoors, forcin~ men to
;.1 ,\

sta~.~~01'\ the f;;treet:. co.cners, whi.stling discreetly to!!~t.tract
i' II

thei~/lovers. Chris Ja,na was one such courtier. ):tere:~ie
if

descri'Qes rds encounters whil,iit courting his wife:

! \1as staying in Rooistene. My\!'ife, [her f~,:,i?..Yl they were
from Top Locatlop and she was living in Vuk&~I used to go
there and soe her ".. I used to get some nonsense, you
kn.ow, while I go tf'1ere, from the local guys. They llsad to
'talk behind my paqk and sa.yt ""how;can this 1~uy come frca
that side and tak~ one of our girls here?"

II

Not, surprisingly, San~' s presence in a rival at'sa provoked a

response:

TwO days after that [first confrontation~ I went to Vuka,
it was late in the afternoon, about seven. It was dark
already~ Then they saw me going that way. Then coming back,
around the corn~r, HEYMAN,a gang! Thed start whistling,
ushW'eeo", "shNeeo", 11lakinga noisa. They are trying't() .
frighterl me. I say, hey, there's no way. I!va got to do
something. It's either I run away - I must try to divide
them - otherwiRe ! won't be able to go through there. TheIl
I run away .... The funniest of all, the very Same guys 1'ho
turned against meI they a:r:e the guys whomJ. used t~help
with a little money when they WE~reshort in town.. e
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Gang a.ctivities wera concentrated outside shoppit;'oC,a,r.-easana
\, J

especially in and around beerhalls. Their habit of drinking'

in public ~C}.it('",~:obb:!.ngand harassing residents were soon

brought ~ rl attention of the Vereeniging Tovn Council

(V~~lC), after members of the Sharpeville Advisory Board

complained of gang members: udrinking kc:tfir-beer outaide, in

public [which] was a shame according to uattve custom [ftnd]
disgraceful to' see it misused in thi.s manne'r.II17 Initially,
the Vereenigillg TownCouncil attempted to ct...rbthe

proliferation of gangs by, a,joptinq piecemeal meaFures such as
outlawing the carrying of kn:bTes. But by 1958 the Council had

\'\
achie11,edlittle success and l1esolvee to dee~. with the p~()blem

i.~·

cnce and for all:

All suspected "Tsotsis" were to be banned from the
beerhalls and depots, a.ndexpulsion to labour .camp~would
be used to "prevent unhealthy cOfl.ditir)fls such as in
Jo~~nnesburg ••• The first l~rge-scale expulsions of
uuectployed youths from Vereer-..iging to the Native Affadrs
Department labour camps began Iin 1958 J ..18

These measures had some s'Q,ccessin eradicating the gan9s, as
Sam Ntjei .c$'oalled when interviewed in the late 19808::

Gangs c·tarted dying out in the late 1950s and 1960s .. TJ:lfu:e
wer~ no more ringleaders, no really organised gangs~·
Presently there are no «jangs - there are only "comrades" or
"jets", as we c?lll them..19

But if the gangs were dying out they took a long t\,;;e. in

doing so. From the mid-1950s urt\~il the early 1960820, a new

breed of Ugang:.::.ters"emerged, which were also

neighbourhood-base¢;;. The first of. these was the "Berlins"

who, like many of its predecessors, also derived its nawe
from filmR screensd at the communal hall, as its ,'~.=tder "Bra
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(after whom Pirnville was later named) and John Hardy, donated
land enough for two soccer fields, tennis courts, a club
house and stands for 5 000 people.51 The BSC was instituted
with two football grounds, tennis courts and a stand with a
seating capacity of 5 000 spectators,52 and was intended to
act as an umbrella for the development of a wide variety of
sports, including tennis, rugby, hockey, athletics, cycling,
cricket, boxing and soccer.53 The Transvaal ~frican Amateur
Boxing AS50ciati~:Jonwas established in 1930, with its
headquarters at 1;:heBantu Men's Social Centre~ Officials of
the white Transv(~al Amateur Boxing Association helped with
the formel:I s box:Lng tournaments by providing referees and
judge~.54

Apart from the :a:;;CI American Board missionaries were also
responsible fGlr :lntrodri.~::;t.ngboxing to Africans in the
townshi~s o£ .the Witwatersrand. This Wail) done by initiating
the formation of Boys' Clubs which were part of a process of
encouraging YC)utlb.to keep "good c6.~panyU and "not run ,dld on
the streets".55 One of the earliest clubs was the st Mary's
Boys' Club in Orlando, Soweto. It was here that Jake Tuli,
one the most famous of South African boxers, who W01). the
British Empire flyweight title in 1952, learr£ed to box ..Tuli
was educated at the St Mary's Mission School, in Orlando,
where he became involved in the church. Father Claude Lunnis,
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Choekieu recalls: "Weused to like the films of the Germans

during that time, there were many, the films of the German

soldiers" *,21 As with the previous generation of gangs, thest'!

also formed over competition for women:

.... they [the ganga} were fighting for the girl:s .. The other
people don't wa.nt him to come to their area to lsee his
girli:t'iend. You can I t get permission to go and see your
g:i.rlfrii2u.l in anot.hee area; you should have to ,,,ait for her
to come t~2yc;ur area .. It was a problem, it's why we were
fighting ..

For th:ts new generation of gal'l.gs, cinema provided a source of

names as well as severel insp:lrational role-models:, to these

avid f.ollowers of the pursuitJJ of cinematic villains. One

resident recalled that a favOllt:'ite actor was Richard Widmall~k,

who played Sf:ylest the apple-Illunchint}, pick-pocketin.gt

gangster in the film, StreetJ!j.tb no na!p..!..23 Other

favouri tes ~fere 1:t;a Durango~I:.!!, The Spice Mer(:!~ and Th!t

Dr-ams of Fumanshu.24 Wxiters elsewhere have noted ·the

influe1.l.ce of cinema on neighbourhood gangs. Lodge, for

exampl~, observed that many of the gangs in Sophiatown
';,'J/

derived their names from films scr~,ened at the local ci~l~mas.,
1,0'\1

one of th'j!m, the "Vultures*' drew its name fr.om the fllm Whar!3'

nQ..!,ultures fly ...25 The sharpl~\tille: cinema, while attracting

gang members, also presented 'l:hem with a problem:

There was only (Jne hioscope [the communalhall] which
created problems whenwalkilrlg to the bf.oaoope, You had to
pass th:r:ough some of the othel.·s' terri ttl'ry. In the bioscope
we als0had. our areas.26

Films were acreened at the Sharpev:ille mmunalH~n.,·which
was located in Seeiao street" Rooistene .. ero atbc.md film shows

the "Berlinsu, who op!arated :i.n ~\tswastene, had to venture
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into Rooistene, which was dominated by the "Cocktails," who

would ambush them and oth(fr gangs arriving to attend shows.
For the "Berlins", 1:.hen, and "Meadowlands" (who named

themuelves after the newly formed area in .soweto and operated
in Phomolong and Phelendaba) I their only chance of get1~ing

inside unscathed 'was to al:'rive late: "They [the gangs] used

to come very late, when th.ey knew that they won't find

anybody standing outside,. ..e Before th~ picture ends, 1~hey

have to leave ver:~ early 1111so..,,27

Inside the l1all e,~ch ga!\g h\,.d :Lts own demarcated area, which
'i

;. . \~
served" to decreaslD the fr.\lquency of fi9'ht~, during filmshows

'_

anGl,,,,pexptit the audience utl,interrupted viewing. 28 Nasson has

deS~1~ibedhow it was commonpla1oe fo"" neighboufhood ~atlgs in
/1

District Six,' :during the 1940s and 1950.3, to "mono~k>lise

certain rows~' of the l60a1 cin.»nas, "roughly' bundling out

ct:nyonefoolhardy en\")ughto risk occupying a seat which h<!,o

been appropX;,iatefi as customc.r~ territory. u?9
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Although tht'e "Cocktails" were in control ;In the area whe·ce

the cinema was located, there were Lnabancee when the other

gangs cQuld retaliate. For example, when membersof tho

"Cocktails" made necessary visits to the e.dministraticn

offJces to pay r~ntt they were obliged to traverse Berlints

territor}~ .. This, as "Bra-Chaer-ie" explains, was the

opportunity for the IfBerlin~" to recoup losses felt during

film show encounters: "Whenthe people were coming downfrom

that side to pay ren1::, now it was our chance to qet; them

back. 1130 \Yenturing ~lnto rival areas was hazarqous for all

youth in the tqwnshiJ~, not simply gang-members. Il..asanka
,'-'

Mokoenadescribes th~~experience of traversing Putawastene in

order to visit the a<~ministration offices:

Whenyou. ha~Je to g~>to the administration offices,
Putswastene people ,I will stop a group: "where are you from?"
"Rooistene. OK, st~.lldthis side." "You?" "Seapoint. OK.
that side. II Then tj~''ty'll ghre you a thrashing and for no
reason but that YOl~ are from Rooistene. You have done
no1:hing.31 :!

:i
I

Leeulcuil Pan (see fij~.j~i), which became knoen to residents as

I!DhldmCIDam"after a. cel,:,tain Dhlomowho used to wat~r his
:i II, •

cattle thf,;1re,wars Ph~~lendabaand J'fhomolongterritory:
:1

"putlawa.stene haJJi g\)tl IDhlomot - the dam. It was called

'Put::I~.s,~ater' because the water was very dark ... 32 The other

side of' the dal!,1coul., be reached by people from Rooistene,
i

VergEmoegand Vuka. J~t this end, the wat~~rwas clear and so
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it had a different name: "From this side [Rooistene,
Vergenoeg, Vuka] it [the dam] was called "Tarzan Dam" because
it had blu.e water like the water in Tarzan films.,,33

But, wh&t~was remC!l,rkableabout these gangs was thei,r method
of confrontation:

In tihoae times it [fightingl was not with knives and guns,
it was only face to face with the fists ~•• It was like
spor.ts, murder-free. The gangs w}l;i.chcame later became
deadlier as they J~re using guns and robbing b'eople of
their belongings.

This .::hangewas in!!part caused by the coercive measures
.:'~ II ")pted by the VTC to control the gangs, as def3cribed
abo·le.35 'Beyond that, however I gang members Wf:1;reemulating in
the streets what organise~ boxers were perfo~ming in the
gymnasiums. Indeed, boxing - along with jazz music - WAS a
predominant form of popular '-,ultur'ein the t:ownship during
the 19508 and tho gang sub-(.::ult~ureshared llSpects of ita
parent culture ..

African interest in bo~~

~-'\
'ID1lring the 1940s and 1950s, boxing not only drew a huge

following in Sharpeville, but in many townships throughout
the country as well. Despite this, no substantial
sociological nor anthropological examination of boxing in
South Africa exists to date. Before we examine the nature of
area rivalry with regard to boxing then, in order to
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contextualise the popularity of the spo.l;''C.in Sharpeville, an
account of boxing among Africans in South Afri~a is
necessary. 36

Boxing only became popular among Africans in South Africa
during the ~940s, although it had been introduced to the
country as early as 1795 by British troops during their
occupation of the Cape~37 Immigrant mine workers from the
United Kingdom, who worked on the Kimberley diamollfJfields in
the 1870s, and on the gold fields of the Reef in the 1880s,
had also brought with them knowledge of the rc1es of boxing.
These :r:ulesiucluded London Prize Ring and Queensberry Rules,
in which either bare knuckles or skin-tight gloves were used.
Prize fights took place in the Republic of. the Orange Free
state whose government, unlike those in Natal and the Cape,
did not outlaw the sport.38 Amateur boxing began on the
diamond fields in the 1880s when diamond magnate, Barney
Barl..ato, also a prominent amateur bO:2cer,established an
arnat~ur boxing stable in 1878.39

The bare-knuckle boxing bouts aroused the intereRt of African
mine workers, although not sufficiently to encourage their
participation. 40 Instead, it was gr4:>upsof domestic workers
- or houseboys - from the northern Transvaal who adopted
bare-fisted fighting and who fought against each other on
Sundays from around 1910. These groups, known as the
Amala~, w~re originally a gang of juveniles in
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Johannesburg, who were an offshoot of the "Ninevites", a
criminal gang which emerged. from the slumyard societ:/ of
Johannesburg at the turn of the century.41 But Amalaita
boxing did not spread to the rest of the African population
in the urban areas who, according to Mphahlele in Down Second
Avenue, "feared and hated them" because they nassaulted
people who crossed their path, raped women and girls ..,,42
Indeed, the !ma1aita were restricted to the rural-based
migrcmts who were generaJ,ly ""lpurnedby the settled~ urban
Africans, who referred to them as moegoes or country
bumpkf.ns,43 RatheI', it T:;asorganised boxing which captured
the imagination of urban Africans.

Boxing among settled, urban Africans was inscitutionalised
with the establishment of the Bantu Men's Social Centre
(BMSC) in Johannesburg, in 1925. The BMSC was a respons$ by a
group of liberal politi.cal organisations, missionaries as
well as industrialists, in particular the Chamber of Mines,
to counter the era of militance by African workers which had
begun toward the end of the First World War and had
culminated in the African mineworkers' strike in 1920. In
1921, a body known al:lthe "Joint Council of Europeans and
Natives" was set up by ProfeSSOr l;theinallt-Jonest Howard Pim
.and several missionaries. The Council, composed of equal
numbers of Africans, Co}~oureds, and Indians on the one hand,
and wh:i.ceson th.f!other, sought to:

get at th~ root of Native grievances by fair-minded
investigation and to tJ~y and eliminate them by educating
public opinion and ~linging their existence to the notice
of the authorities.
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By 1935, there were forty councils functioning in different

centres around the oountry_ The objectives of the white

lib<=rals who sat OIl '2:hesecouncd.Ls, were moral ones. For

Rheinall.t-Jones, the ('c~.mwas the I!cJ.eansing of the moral &nd

public opd.nf.on"of and il:ll respect. of black r>eople.45 The

Reverend Ray Phillips wanted "tic de'v"isea social gospel"

which would resolve tithe whole r"t'eat problem of moralising

the leisure time of Natives in cit:.y and country alike ..n46 It

was out of the Joint Counc' ~nat the South African.

Institute for Race Relations (SA.IRR)f the BMSCand the Bantu

Sports Centre (BSC)developed in the 1920s. The councf.Ls left

the promotion of sport to the American Board missionaries,

It. ... whobelieved that physical exe:::-cisehad a particularly

salutary moral effect. ,,4'1 '!' ~itericanBoard mi!~sionaries,

in particular Frederick Brii..;,.,.a and Ray Phillips'., sought to

encourage non-throatening cecreaticln "••• as an antidote to

political mi.litancy and popular prJtest."48

Bridgmanfounded t.he Bantu MenI s Social Ceni:re in 1924 with

the encouragemenl.-.of municipal officials and.pol~ce who

provided g:.:ounds, and the Cha.mberof Mines 'lfhodonated a

substantial amount;o·f moneyfor the establi:3hment of the

Centre. 49 In 1931, the Bantu Sports Club was established,

following a donation of twelve acres of land by two prominent

lib~rals to ha used as a sports ground for blacks in

Johannesburg. 50 'rwosympathetic accountants, HowardPim



84

who headed the st Mary's Mission scboo.. encouraged Tuli to
take up boxing: UApart from giving me spiritual instruction,
it was Father Lunnis, too, who encouraged me to become a
member of the st. Mary's Boys' Club and take part in its
activities.uSl5 The St Maryis Boys" Club was run by Willie
"Baby .satter" M'Batha, the South African IiNon-European"
welterweight champion, and his popularity amongst young boys
at the time encou~aged them to join the club:

I remember that from the day we first met he was my hero.
In my ~les there was nobody to compare with him ••• It was
at the club - I was then nin;?years 01(1, - that I first took
up boxing under Baby Batter •.

During the 1940s and 1950s, Boys Clubs sprang up allover the
Transvaal~ Examples were the Dougall Hall Boys' Club in
Marabastad, the New Mai Mai Boxing Club at the BMSC, and the
G-Man Boxing Club in Sophiatuwn. In Sha:r.peville, the first
club 'fas the Central Boys' Club followed by the Ferreira
Boxing Club (see below).

Boxing became popular in black working-class communities
probably for t~e same reasons that it is popular among
working-class communities in urban centres around the world.
Being a combat sport, boxing has enabled men in such
communities to transform intc' a sport the violence of street
fighting, which is endemic tc their living conditions.
Corrigan has observed that working-class ohildren in London
gather to umess around", apparently to do nothing, although
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this involves a myriad of activities ranging from a variety
of anti-social and petty illegal doings in shopping centres,
to individual and gang-fighting, to gang chases~58 Sugden
has observed similar occurrences among youth in New York.59

street fighting then, is part and parcel of growing up in
working-class areas in such centres. Conditions in thes~
areas lead boys to engage in street fighting ~t a young age,
and, in their early teens, to involve themselves in gangs.

how the process of survival in the streets is something
townshit- yout.hs learn 'from a young age. Umlaw has noted that
boys in Soweto learn how to defend themselves in the streets,

Researchers and writers alike in South Africa have observed

and the ability to fight well with fists or with a kni:.Eein a
fair. fight, is considered an important part of becomin~r afi
authi, or a "man among menu amongst his peers. 60 Blokel
Modi sane, wd.ting on his boyhood in Sophii.lltownin the 1940s,

recollects how he and his friends formed a stl:-eet-corner gang
in order to keep their street safe:

....we Were ••• a kind of vigilante group concerned w;tth
keeping our corner safe from marauding gangs of Sophi(ltown~
we were neither thieves nor thugs, and never carried
knives, but we never hesitated to use violence against the
tsotsis, the bull-catchers, who attacked, robbed and
stripped p8ople. We ansl1ered the tsotsis with violence,
which was a kind6yf lingua franca, and, in effect, we too
were tsotsis •••

11.ninformant in s.harpeville told me that he has trained
himself to be alert at all times, and $leeps in a way that
ensures he is awake and in a fighting position within seconds
of a threatening situation emerging~62
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It is this atmosphere which goads individuals to enter
boxing. Sugden contends that some join a boxing club because
they are already goed at fighting and "the boxing club is
viewed as a place where they can extend skills and
reputations already established in the streets and otherwise
deviant skills for mOJ:e formal approval.,,63 For others it is
a way to develop good fighting skills in order to protect
themselv~~f or at least stand more of a chance in street
fights:

The peckin1 order of the streets is generally indi:fferent
to relativd factors of size, weight, skill or expe:l:ience
and the toughest kid on the block is generally the biggest
kid on the block. The boxir'a club turns out to be at good
bet for adolescents who have learned th4~ Lmpoxtiance, of
being physically assertive, but invariably lost oui:.in ~4
meritocracy where brute strength counts for everything.

Thus, the boxing gym not only enables yout~hs to improve
fighting skills, it gives them:

....the chance to earn respect, using th.e aggressive
currency of the streets I but wi thin a nElutral ~tructure
which, as much as possible, equalises inheri~~ physical
differences and6~akes account of differ:ent levels of skill
and experierwc"

Elijah "MaestroU Mokone, African featherweight and
lightweight champion during the early 1950s, who resided in
Evaton, turned to boxing to improve his chances ag·ainst local
gangsters:

On my rounds in the location selling vegetables, I was
always accosted by local "toughies" who con~idered me a
"skappieu - a greenhorn in the ways of the city. These
chaps often approached my fruit-cart, chose the most juicy
fruit and left without ?aying. In most cases I was the
victor. On many such occasinns I was threatened with
knives, but undaunted, I faced these chaps and beat them
up_ All these incidences turned my mind to the fight game.
Then a fellow who later became my brother-in-law, and also
a boxer, Josiah "Tiger Joe" landed the knockout punch! He
painted a rosy pictura of fighting and figg'5ers. And one
day, I timidly walked into a gymnasium •••
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Sharpeville resident, Carlton Monnakgotla, the African
middleweight champion in 1967, grew up defending his younger
brother in the streets of Vuka and Vergenoeg, generally
regarded by residents as the most dangerous areas in
Sharpeville67 :

I had to protect my young brother, and used to qet fucked
up , [Petrus] Mokoena, llefty [MasondC)] and others were all
training at the hall. Sexton [Mabena] was tJ;leTransvaal
Banta\mweigllt "C'hampion. r was notl)ing. I decided to ta~g up
boxing for one purpose: to know how to def~r.1dmyself.

Monnakgotla gives an idea of the "street .ol.aw"which pervaded
his upbringing and influenced his outlook: "I believed in one
thing, the survival of the' 'fi.,;;t~;~t",the law of the jungle.u69

Howeve'.?:,boxing in Sharpeville, as well a'~ in other urban
Iicentres in South Africa during the late 19408 and 1950s,. wafS

not simply a response to the dangers encountered In the
streets but was also, along with jazz ItJusic,the most popular
an.d pervasive fOI.m of popular culture ..In fact. during this

,',
\ 0timet jazz rt.a.sicand boxing wore part and'Jparcel of the same

phenomenon: a cult fascination among Africans with American
cult heroes and American conSUMer culture •

.Aliericancult heroes and the !!Yi=J:1 of ""hite ~ri,,-·~.;o.~I":

"Gone is my i~ge of the Sq9!rman"

Couzens has observed that Af~1cans in South Africa began to
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aspire toward their American count.ezpaz-za from the 1920s..':TO
Coplan has argued that the focus on bla(,~kAmerican culture

nas a re~\ult of the experience vf simila;,: conditions:

During the early twentieth cent'.1ry, tho'lsands of bl~.=k
people in the United states and Sot1thA~:ricamig:t'ated from
rural areas to the expanding cities. Th~re b"th <z!:'oups
experienced similar: conditions: overcrow:ling, poverty,
segreg~tion, personal harassment, eccncmxc exploitation.
Those conditions accompand.ed.pa:.:alle.'l prelcesses of class
!ormation within ~~erican and South Afridan black urban
communities. Together, these forces set the stage for the
lamer9'en(,-~of perf9vmance styles that sen'l'l~dcomparable
expressive needs.

Hesug3'4~sts~~hough,that che differences betwe~n the two

grclup~\ensured diasimilar .~onsec;.uencesi;l!~SiouthAfrica,
1/ '

Africans were in the majority and so ;r:ieta.1.ne(~their own

culture, communityand language.. In addit:l.on, they

experienced the harshness of the ,,1,grant-labour system.72
! 1.1

But, the simii.arit:ies of experience were re.inforced:
"

.... by the mass dist't'lbution in S~Jut.hA,cr'l.caof black
American performance c:ulture .. Thi~ cuJ.ture attra.!:ted
Africans, trying to adapt pb&-.i.-civelyto thei.r ownurban
environment, and the interna tiqnal\ recogni tion given r.Q//
black American per:f.or:uersmade thEl temptatil.,n to C01?Y them,
rather than d,¥elop problematic A~rican models, almost
il:resistible.

The African elite in Johannesburg was the first g~ouping to

focus on bliick American culture. Thi&:grollpip.g, which

frequented the BMSCfrom its inception l.~ 1;:,2;:;,illitially

aspired toward "whiteU culture, but because the, latter

,

I
I
I
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accepted blacks only in subordinate roles, turned instead to
the American "negro".74 Couzens notes that Africans in South
Africa were influenced by American entertainers such as Duke
Ellington and Paul Robeson~ as well as American boxers such
as Jack Johnson and Joe Louis.75 It was these performers and
pugilists who helped "bzeak down the myth of white
superif"rity. i¥ J :5 This is vividly conveyed in a passa.;:efrom
Drum journalist, Nat NcLkas~:

Gone is my image of the Superman. And it is looking to see
how the 1ri~Agewas destroyed whilwn intrigues me ••• For some
of us it began when Joe Louis kn~cked out Max Schmeling in
the late 'thi:tties..In one blow, Joe Louis proved that the
b...ack man can also make the grade if allowed to compete on
the b;;iS of fair play. So did Louis Armstrong and Nat King
Cole.

The influence of American culture Was vividly displayed in
the nicknames of the local boxe:u~ in ,Tohalloesburg. Exam~lt1's
included "Homicide Sank" Mahlo, Ephraim "1(ld Bogar'e' :aohat:'a,
Reuben "P:.:ulamaFlash" Londi, and "Kid Dyn~iten Lekwet~.
Africa!':,!.nterest in boxing swelled during the 191£05. enha.ncerl
even further by the successes of Afric~n boxers over.seas.
Willie "Baby Batter" M'Batha, who learned to be/x at the BMSC
in the 19408, pa"led the way when he fought a successful debut
in Great Britain, knocking out Ginger stewart in his first
fight.78 But it was Jake Tuli who provid~d the ultim.ate
inspiration when, in. 1952, he knc~ked cut; Bl"itish flyweight
champion, Teddy Gardner, to wi.n the Empire .Flyweight Title,
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confirming that African boxers could emulate their American
counterparts, and, when permitted faj,r ~laYl cou? 7 truly
reveal their mettle.79

After Warl,1 War II, the BMSC became the um:;:.'.c(:~~".)f African
boxing on the Witwatersrand. Weekly bouts the:.:edrew huge
crowds and aspiring boxers in townships around the country
sought to emulate Tulils success.SO In Sharpeville, the
popularity of boxing was substantially augmented when local
resident, Jahn Mthimkulu, made histoJ:y by becoming one of the
youngest ever national !laxing champion after winning the
South African "Non-European" Flyweight championship, in
1955.81

Boxing in To;eville and Shal'Op@v1:l1e:"Man, a fist was the Qla,Z
of the daX"

The majority of male informants who were teenagers during the
19508 join~d boxing clubs in Sharpeville ..Female informants
were avid supporters 0'': Sharpeville boxers and sought
romantic involvements wJLth the famous ones.82 During the
1:150s, boxing was clearly the most popular sport in
Sharpeville and from a spectator point of view, it was not
only popular, but most fashionable as well:

Boxing that time was not as it is now. That time it was
just for fun and people were really interested in it.
You·ll find the whole township discussing about it, and
they would go to watch it In scores of numbers. Man, the
hall was just around here, opposite the rent office. We
used to call it "Central". Ma'n, a fist was the plaK30f the
day. I used to make it a theatrical play of fists"
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The influence of black American boxers was a significant
aspect of the sport gaining gaining popularity in Top
Location and later Sharpeville. Boxing informants there
informed me that their inspiration to take up boxing came
from perusing the famous American boxing journal, Ring, and
the desir.eto emulate American boxers:

We used to like the South African boxi.!rs,but particularly
we like Sugar Ray Robinson and Archie Moore. Those are the
boxers we used to like. We used to buy ~~ng and [boxing]
bookG anI look at4them. We liked them, and then we startedto imitate them.S

Boxing in the Vereeniging emerged at much the same time as it
did in the Johannesburg region:

The Vaal has always ~en there when it came to_boxing. In
the middle 40s there were talented fighters from
Vereeniging like Fly Mhlahleti, Sam Sank~and manyothers.55

Sharpeville resident John Mthimkulu, who was a national
boxing champion during the 1950s and 60a, maintains that it
was through Fly Mhlahleti that boxing began in Sharpeville:

When we started boxing in Vereeniginq, it was way back and
there was a fellow Qut at Evaton by the name of "Fly"
Mhlahleti. He started the whole thing. Be was a boxer in
Evaton and he came herd and then he started g~ving clinics
in boxing. Then they started having stables.

The first stable was Central Boys' Club, which was
establ:f.shedin 1946 in Top Location by a certain Mr Ntomyal1.e,
who was a teacher at the local Dutch ReformE~d School.
According to Mthimkulu, the club was called "Central Boys'
Club'~because Ntomyane wanted it: to be th.ecentre of
activity, "where everything happened" for the young boys in
the tow.nShip.87 The club required a venue to operate from
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and, because only the municipal offices were serviced by
Ii

electricity, Ntomyane sought and obtained the permission of
the local superintendent to convert one of the rooms into a
gymnasium. For equipment, he provided a punching bag, two
pairs of gloves nnd a speedball.8S Ntomyane was moved to
Sharpeville shortly after estabJ.ishing the club and so
relocated it there. In Sharpevl11e, as Mthivnkulu -recalls, the
club trained in a school room and later in one of the
hostels:

t.'benI came {to Sharpeville} from Top [Location, in 1952],it -{CentralBoys' Club] had already started. But then there
were schools here, in the hO\lS'es..Thare were no halls then,
we used the hoe .s for learning. So we trained there as
well, at night'€;Jntil then [c.1954/5] when we shifted to ahostel (hall]....'

"Blue" Kholane trained at Central Boys' Club from 1953 until
1958.)whe do mishap at work force:"him to discontinue
boxlng.90 Kbolane was born in Top Location in 1939. His
family wacs moved to Phelendaba, Sharpev'ille, in 1951.
Khol,,,newas educated as far as standard six and initially
w'orkad as a filing clerk in Vereeniging, before bacoming a
driver for an engineerin~ firm. According to Kholane, most of
the youngster.s in the township dreamed of becoming champion
boxers and, not surprisingly, Central Boys t C),ubwas packed
to capacity during training sessions.91 AA Kholane r~callst
there were as lUan:~t'as Sixty boxers at the hostel. on any given
night.92 Training sessions took place nightly, the j tln~})rs
from 6pm tC)8pm and the seniors from 8pm to 10pm. Kholane
maintains that the success of the club's boxers was due to
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their hard training and strict adherence to the "1(!lwSof the
gym,II I defined by the manager/trainer, Uncle Sam Manoto: "He

kl.leWboxin,~. He was a. good trainer and a very strict,
handsome person. His law was 'Everybody [in the clubJ Must
Win,.u93

Kholane was never more t '-.ana mediocre boxer I achieving orl~S
moderate Huccess 1n the amateur ranks. The most successful
boxer to emerge from the club was John Mthimkulu, who won the
IINon-European" flyweigh.t titl.e in J9,55. Like Kholane,
Mthimkulu '{asalso born in Top LO~ai;.)onin 1939 and moved to

'«" f'
Phelendaba in~~Ville, in 1~~i:Mthimkulu was the son of

"''''''''''''===o:~ .:an isangoma from Ladysmith:
My father was a sort of a witchdoctor and he used to travel
around the whole time. So + used to stay with my mother at
Topville'i So then they [my mother's people1 calie frOm the
TranSkeif~ They're Xhosas and my father's Zulu, he came f1.'001
Laaysmitjtl....My mother's '£ather, he ~1efrom the Transkei.
They ca&e via Free state to this end.

Despite an avid interGst in the sport, Mthimkulu only took it
up aftEu:being encoura'ged to do so by a certain Motto
Monnaheng, who later Q~~ame his manager:

[Mth;f.mkulu]••• wal:!interested in boxing \(&8 a toddler when
he and his schoolmates,used to engage in minor street
brawls. He was later spotted by his present manager, Mr
Motto9~onnaheng who introduced him to serious gymnasiumwork.

By the time Mthimkulu won th~ flyyeight title, in 1955, he
was employed as an assistant mechanic at a garage in
Vereeniging, having left school during standard 8ix~
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According to Mthlmkulu, his success was a result of his
rigorous training programme:

I'm having a fight this week, th~ fight is on Saturday, its
a title fightc Monday I start [training]. Tuesday I wake up
early in the morning at quarter to three. I make it a point
that even the earliest woman who wakes up to make fire,
ahets still sleeping. Its onJ.yfresh air. 'ThenI come out
and I put my boots on. I lock my door, put the key
somewhere and off I get. I just go out this way [gestures]
and then out to Evaton. Coming back, by then they've just
woken up and there's now smoke~ But ~hat smoke doesnlt do
anything because I've already had frggh air. So the fresha;l.ris inside he~e [pats his chest].

Mthimkulu's dedication was known of, and indaed expected, by
his supporters, and he made no bones about c()m.biJ1ingit with
a'little publicity:

lou know what I rather used to do for footwork? When I
started, I used p get to town. On a Saturday, it was a
busy day ~•• Early in the morning I used to get to town.
There were a lot of people there already. So I had mi'<~"\9
boots wl.ththe tyres on them..So I move around the crowd"~c
So I move in and out of the crowd l~kG this [(iescriJ:?esa .
zigzag movement with his hand] and the crowd 90 orazY. I
move until the end of the t~wn and I oome back again. I
move twioe,or thrioe. Now live done my homework, my
footwork. 9

_~erritorialitI and boxing .

Like gangsterism, boxing reflected area rivalry_ But it also
served to undercut it in oertain instances. rbis section
explores the extent to which it e~~acerbated and/or undercut
area rivalry and the reaS()ns for these contradictory effects.
According to Sugden, the Memcrial Boxing Club in the Burnt
Oak housing project, New York, afforded its members a kind of
informal neutrality in the face of gangs and street
violence.S8 But in Shar.peville, rather than affording
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neutrality, the boxing clubs were v~ry much part of the
territory and gang rivalry, as this statement from boxer, Joe
Maben&, reveals:

[.Boxers,Carlton] Monnakgotla and sexton [Ilfabena]I they
were friends because t.heywere playing football for·one
club, one stable and we were all the time together. We were
moving together, working together, fighting people
togetg~r. We were a o1·~bof boxers and we were a gang as
well.

Boxers were probably not afforded neutrality because their
physical prowess was a threat to township gangsters~ Indeed,
boxers appear to have been the target of tsotsis in townships.
in general on the Witwatersrand during the l~.te '1950s anc

early 19608.. Zon~J.repor.terI Mike Phahlane, reporting on a
( ,-

series 6f attacks on profess:i.onalboxers in 1958, suggested a
possible motive for the attacks:

How these tsotsis envy the real muscular heroes of the
township - the professional boxers, who get into the rilt9,
and gloved-up prove their manhood by fighting it out man to
man, obeying the rules of the game. Yes, our pro boxers are
the real men of the townships, and how those tsotsis hate
them. This hatred has led to some particularly savage
attacks on unarmed and well-known boXers by these little
monsters who are too yellow to lace on a pair of gloves~ No
s~,r,for them there t s only the gun and the knIfe and no
place for a referee ....Another grouse that the gangsters
have against the ring-boys is that these men get all the
glamour, the publicity and have too many girl f6bends, and
they accuse the boxers of "making easy money" ..

Soweto boxer, Enoch Nhlapo, was one such victim:
One evening ••• I was on my way through the Orlando
shelters when I received a shocking blow on the back of my
head. As I staggered forward I received another crack andheard someone gay: uJa boxer, hoekom boks jy nou nie," [Yes
boxer, how come are you not boxing now] and then he dashed
away. Well, thi~ cha:t'acterhas been shooting off,his mouth
in the shebeens, telling of how he beat up a well-known
boxer who is supposed t.oknow the art of self-defence, and
what a walkover it was for him. How does he think I could
have defended myself against a aurpzLae attack from behind Iand then when I was nearly unconscaoue he zan a"tlay?But one
da~(I'll find that palooka and really mr~f him square up tome - then we'11 see about self-defEmce",·
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~his trend was c~rtainly appar~nt in Sharpeville, exacerbated
by area rhTalry. Champion boxer Carlton Monnakgotla was

I

attacked on a number of occasions by gangsters from rival
areas, and was cha~~e~ with assault for knifing an assailant.

I(

Francis Kabi, a boxer from Central Boys' Club, was stabbed to
death by unknown assailants, presumably rival ~ngsters, in
NO"/ember 1960. 102 These attacks 'Were the zeaeon why boxers

II

such as Carlton Monnakgotla, Sexton Mabena and Joe Mabena
formed their own gang, and generally went every~h~re/~;I

together. 103 J
~

According to my informants, Central P..,ys'Club ~as the
biggest boxing club in Sharpeville in the late 1950s and

c:~) "
19605. But, de.pite having the largest m~~bership, as well as
producing Sharpevills's first national champion, Central
Soys' Club was by no means the most successful boxing club in

/,1
//Sharpeville. This was Ferreira Boxing Cub, formed ill/1955.

,_>,

\ \ . '/

Its ci::eationrelates directly to the central theme of this
chapter: that strong area rivalry existed in Sharpeville

:'1 1,1

following its inception in 1943. The boxers in the eastern
"suburbs" of Sharpevillel Phelertdaba, Phomolong and
Puts;wastene were. in Central Boys' area, and they jOined the
C~atral Boys' boxin~ stable.
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But the rivalry betwee)" "1i.frerentareas meant that while
\

there were boxers trlait)<""':i in the western "suburbs" who did
not have an establj,shed c:!:.ubat that point, they certainly
did not join Central Boys' Club. Instead, they formed theiz:
own. A group of friends in Rooistene and Vergenoeg had been
training together and desired a venue to train in:

Well, we used to box ~d train together, but we needed a
" place to train in. S( ./e call our stable Ferreira, he was
the su~r:lntendent of Sharpeville at that time. So we
wanted to get in his favour so that he lets us use the
communal h~+l. He was very much interested in our boxingand used t~ watch our matches. So we call our stableFerreira and he lets us use the communal hall to train.104

Here then, the rivalry which thus f~;Jhad occurred on an
informal level via the neighbourhood gangs and the fights,

\i
~dlme formalised in the domairl of orga~ii.sadsport an~\~hil!
formation of the two clubs. Further, th~ process of naming, a
significant feature for the residents of the township as

((
:Ulust~t£id by the naming of the .tibur~~105 , was here
utilised'\to curry the. favour of the local superintendent,

\\ \) \

Ferreira, who had already granted permis.ion for Central
Boys' Club to use a hall in one of the hostels.

Ferreira Club revolved around the Mabena h~others, Sexton and
.Joseph, of whom Sexton is the better-known. Indeed, he is
Sharpeville's Jl\()stsuccessful boxer ..Their fathe.rwas a
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Fig. vi .Ax'ea.. of Sba:r;peville aepicti!lg the two major :t:tox:tng
~itor~_
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driver who had followed his employer from Springs to
Vereaniging in 1933. Joseph wa!li',)ornin 1935 followed by

sexton ~wo years' later. They had an older (~rother, Glory, a
younger!sister, !)N~~nkuscS-zane,and two younger brothers,
Thomas and Sydney, the latter of whom played for the popular
ja:z band, th~ Sharpetown 'Swingster$. Joseph and sexton
attended the Presbyterian School in Top Location until the
famjly was moved to Sharpeville in 1946. Joseph was then sent

------------------------------------------------------
[PUTSWASTEN~J [ PHOMOLONG] [ PIIELENOABi]

I-I. .• [k~t:1EB:Y:'JtC:u:(:O:t:l~.
~!GTON:.J A It BAL---_' . ~
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to Orlando High ir4 Sow!ato:

I did not go to school here, I went to O:r.lmdo High to
ftlrther my studies. I was the most liked, t.he most belcved
in my fami:y ••• Even though Se.xtcn was a champion, my
father prefers me. At that time'. if you attended school in
Jchannesburg, you were important, Johannesburg. When I
arrived it was the time when Jake Tuli had left~ When!
left schoo l, F'.aizeJ: Motaun~o§itarted. It was called the
Rock, it was a big school. C

This regard for Soweto reflected a notion that it was the

Fig. vii Sexton Mabena sparring in the Sharpeville Communal
J1all c.1958
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"centre" of cult:.uralactivity, the ideal for other areas to
emulate. It will be seen further on that the desire on the
part of Sharpeville cultural exponents to better their Soweto
counterparts was to result in a degree of unity between the
areas.

sexton was schooled locally at the Lekoa Shandu High School.
In 1946, however, the school had not yet !..--eencanstructcd107:

In Sharpeville there were no ~.;hovls at that time. Scr.::~ol
used to be in houses. Our school was in the corner house
over there [points out of windowlosWe didn't have schools,we didn It have lights., a!l")l·,·t~ing!

The two brothers took up I?t;..l'-:J' '(i because, according to Joseph,
at the time they did not know many people ill Sharpeville:

\ ''We were the only Ndebeles this side, the only Mabenas. We
didn't have anybody that we knew ••• Theil we find that the
only t¥~ggto do is to do something, then Sexton started to
train~

Joseph's'most significant match as a boxer was an
unsuccessful challenge for the Transvaal lightweight title in
1961. sejctqn ,f:Jtrelbetter, winning in all four national

'~{/ " "

"Non-E:uropean'i boxing' ~itles and also fightlng overseas .,
albeit unsuccessfully - in 1960. Siexton Mabena is not only
the best and most successful boxez to have emerged from
Sharpeville, he is also one of the mOist lllghly rated boxers
in South Africa' s boxing history. l-laJ:)enawas unbeaten in the
1950s and so impressed the Toweel brothers - Willie was the
British Lightweight Champicn at the time - that they
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Mabena, Sexton attracted th~ attention of the boxing
negDtiated for hlabena 30 fig~t in Britain. According to Joe

fraternity because of his style of boxing:
They [Ferreira Boys' Club boxers] used to entertain
Johannesbu~g very much, because they introduced a new style
of boxing I especi?lly Sextoil, he shows them "bobbing and
weaving" .. They [boners at the time] didn't know how to do
it. When I say "bobbing and weaying" I I refer t.oMuhamr,lad
Ali [who came later]. Lock at Muhammad Ali, that's exact.Ly
what Sexton was doing in hox~ng (before him]. When he
fought, at times I never believed it was my brother .. Man,
he was wOV~8rful to loot:nt .• Sexton, oh he was 3'
thriller!

Carlton Monnakgotla. also cr.:r'::rtelit~d on Mabena' ,5 style:

Sexton Mabena, the? used t.G call him the "Wol'taer Boyu. He
was gifted from boxing. He ':2"'5 like Sugar Ray Leonard. You
could1l1y tears to watch hi.d .... He was our Sugar Ray down
here.

Fig. viii Sexton Ma~na demonstrating his "bob and weave"
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In 1958, l>tabenadefeated Elijah "Maestro" Mok:one for the
featherweight championship, winning his second national
title. Mokone, Mabena's mentor from nearby Evaton, was, along
with Jake Tuli, regarded as among the finest of African
bo~ers during the 1950s. His defeat at the hands of Mabena
saw the latblr I s fame Lnczeaae dramatically. Casey Motsis!,
reporting for Q~ magazine, described Mabena as follows:

He's just turned 23-.He's just turne.d husband. Ha's just
turned dual national champ. All in that order. And who is
be, this man of many parts? He's Sexton. Mabena, th~ "Wonder
BoyU of South African non-white boxing; the.mSlU who wears
the nat'.,onalbantam and feather~leight crowns. 112

Mabena's rapid rise and his capture of the vublic's
imagination not only focused attention on him as an
individual, but also on Shurpeville as a whoJe, as Mots:lsi's
report bears out:

Only a few years ago he was just another face in the crowd
in the bicycle-crazy town of Vereeniging, some 30-odd miles
south ot 30hannesburg. Today, the y?~se where he stays with
his parents has become a landmark ..

Sharpeville became the centre of the ·J.fricanboxing world.
Major boxing bouts began to be held in the Sharpeville
Communal Hall Oi a regular basis, affording Sharpeville
boxers more opportm:.1ities to challengs for titles.
Sharpeville became a boxinq promoter's paradise, and Vaal
Promotions, fo~med in the late 1950s in Sharpeville, beoame a
highly lucrative venture for its proprietor, S T Mthembu.114

However, the promotions business, while attracting a good
deal of Inoney, did not decrease the intensity of the rivalry
betwe~n the two boxing clubs in the township. Indeed, while
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residents were delighted to see boxers in rival areas win
titles, their SUpp01:'t remaine6 firmly rooted in their own.
This is illustrated by the the following account by an
informant who lived in the Central BOYS' Club area. Despite
claiming to have been an avid boxing supporter during the
1950~, he could not remember the titles sexton Mabena had
held:

sexton Manena, I don I t know much about because I was in
Mthimkulu's area ..ioithimku:!.uwas training there. But I don't
knclw much about Sexton. I only followed [him] from a
diF:ltance.He was a very good boxer. I witnessed him
fi9hting. He was one of the idols of Sharpeville, the man
whc) held two ttf!es. I think it was lightweight and
featherweight.

The animosity between the two major boxing stables climaxed
in 1957 when Ferreira's Lefty Masondo, the Transvaal
"Non-European" flyweight champion, challenged Central's John
Mthimkuln for the national "Non-European" flyweight title.
This was not simply a personal bid for the championship, but
a challenge from the Ferreira a ea , Indeed, for Ferreira the
fact that the flyweight title was held by their ri"'lal made it
essential they obtain it, a'ilJoe Mabena explains:

.....we wanted Lefty Masondo to take the South African
flyweight title from John Mthirukulu. We did not like it
~har1~entral had the title anc, we felt that Lefty could do
lot.
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residents wers delighted to see boxer s in rival areas win
titles, their 3upport remained firmly rooted in their own.
This is illustrated by the the following account by an
informant who lived in the Central Boys' Club area. Despite
claiming to have been an avid boxing supporter during the
'j950s, he could not remember the titles Sexton Mabena had
held:

sexton Mabena, I don't know much about because I was in
Mthimkulu's area. Mthimkulu was training there. But I don't
know much about Sexton. I only followed [him] from a
distance. He was a very good boxer. I witnessed ~im
fighting. He was one of the idols of Sharpeville, the man
who held two tttses. I think it ",as lightweight and
fe~therweight.

The animosity between the two major boxing stables climaxed
in 1957 when Ferreira's Lefty Masondo, the Transvaal
"Non-European" flyweight champion, challenged Central's John
Mthimkulu for the national "Non,,'...rropean" flyweight title.
This was not simply a personal bid for the championship~ but
a challenge from the Ferreira area. :rndeed, f(:o B'erreira th~
fact that the flyweight title was held by their rival made :"'1

essential they obtain it, as Joe Mabena explains:
••• we wanted Lefty Masondo to take the South African
flyweight title from John Mthimkulu. We did not li~te it
~hat1~entral had the title and we felt tha~ Lefty could do
l.t ..
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Carlton Monnakgotla, a boxer from Ferreira, who later held
the welterweight title, recalls the antagonism betwe~n the
two clubs in gen~~ral, as well as the build-up to the fight:

The people this side - football, whatever - vre wanted to be
better than the other side. It then got to Soweto. We were
not on good termsa When I used to spa= down there against
other welterweight!:.. I used to fuck them up_ Whan "Shamba"
[John Mthimkulu] was fighting Lefty [Masondo] down at the
communal centre, we started the fight outside. The one
group shouted, "Shamba" and the other shouted, "Lefty", and
then the fight broke out ..The rivalry was natural. We
wanted to be better than them. And they wanted to be better
than us.1 f~ boiled down to the point where w.~ hated one
another.

Mthimkulu defeated Masondo in a closely fought contest in
which press reporters felt a draw .....would have bean a
better verdict."118

The rivalry between the two clubs had a positive outcome: it
elevated the standard of boxing in the township to a
r~a:rkably high level •.Between 1956 and 1966, Ferreira Boxing
Club boasted four Sout.h African "Non-European" boxing titles,
while Central Boys' Club ~ through John M,thimkulu .•held the
"Non-European" fl~Teight title for some thirteen years.
Between 1955 and 1969, Sharpeville as a whole boasted at
least one national boxing title at any giv~n time, and as
many as five at other times. This, given that only eight
divisions existed - heavyweight, cruiserweight, middleweight,
welterweigJ ,.:.,lightweight, featherweight, bantamweight and
flyweight - meant that Sharpeville held over half the
available "Non-European" titles. If one compares
Sharpeville's size to that of, say, Soweto, this was no mean
feat. It was this string of victories which eventually had
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the effect of establishing a degree of unity between the two
clubs as they sought to defend the challenges of boxers from
other town.ships~ particularly from Soweto.

Football and neighbourhOl:.")drivalry

In the realm uf boxin~ then, the neighbourhood rivalry was
not strictly between the different "suburbs", but between two
broad areas which divided the township into roughly t.uo
halves. This was more a material necessit.y than an active
effort to ~nite areas. In football, however, rivalry was
expressed between the different suburbs and the reason for
this difference is located in the formatiofi of the different
football teams in the township, which are rooted fi.rmly i;1
the areas from which they amerged.

Football in thG Vaal had its roots in Top Location. :rt is not
possible to pin-point exactly when football arose there,
although it can be surmised that if Top Location was
establish~d in 1912, then football had its origin soon after,
following Walvin1s comment that "••• no other sport lent
itself so easily and cheaply to tht? varying conditions of
urban life~n119 Most informants who lived in Top Location
indicate that they haa played football for a variety of
teams, such as the Oxen, the Fighters, the Union Jacks, and
the Red Pir~tes, the latter of which, according to shebeen
owner and football. enthusiast, Mohale Mokopane, w~..,;a popular
team during the 1930s.120



106

In the 1940s and 19508 the t.eams in Top Location were the
Transvaal EX-20s, the Transvaal Jumpers, Happy Hearts and
Dangerous Lions. Their organising body was the Vereeniging
Bantu Football Association, which was established in the
1930s and was affiliated to the Johannesburg Bantu Football
Association.. When Sharpeville was established Ln 1943,

footballers there desired their own association and formed
the Southern Transvaal Bantu Football Association, in 1949.
The first clubs in the association were the Sharpeville
Lions., Naughty boys, Sharpeville Fast Eleven and the
Government ~~MPSt the local police team.

( \

In Top i.location, the Transvaal Jumpers were the core of the
Vereeniging Association. According to Sharpeville resident
and ex-president of the South African Natio~al Football
Association {SANFA}, G~orge Thabe, "in fact they were ~
association.u121 The removal of the club's members to
Sharpeville provides an interesting commentary upon area
rivalry. Further on the discussion examines this along with c

oonsideration of the Transvaal Fast XI (or the Sharpeville
Fast XI)122, a club which originated in Sharpeville. But
first we consider how the football teams evolved from street
team~ and became firmly entrenched in the areas from which
they emerged.
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Football is clearly the most popular sport played and
supported in Sharpeville. During my research there (1986-90)
I came across over thirty football clubs, many of these clubs
having several tet:'..iJlSwhich play in local and national
football divisions and leagues. The majority of male
interviewees in Sharpeville were playing or had played
football at some point during their lives. (N ::;:56) and,
conversely, while not playi,ng the game, female interviewees
indicated a strong ~pport for football teams and formed a
significant part of any supporting crowd a.t football matches.
The importance of football is illustrated by h,~is comment
from George Thabe: "With black kids if you don't play
football there is something wrong with YOU1,,123 Football in
Sharpeville ):)egan in much the same way Nbulelo Vizikhungo
Mzamane describes in his book The Children of Sbweto.124 In
it he recvunts how children in the townships begin playing
football by forming street teams which play against other
street teams. According to George Thabe, this ~~ a general
township trend and, indeed, many (£ the top clubs in the
country emerged from the street teams.125

street matches are played in the str.eet if it is wide enough
or in any open space, and any round object is used as a ball
"••• until you get to a tennis ball.,,126 If you owned a
tennis ball, you were very much in demand by the other
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children in t:he street ..Steve Mont jane, writing for Bona
magazine, describes:

Perhaps one in twenty boys had a ball in his pocket and
that would be guarded with fl!7ing fists at the slightest
provocation. You had to be nice to the boy who owned the
ball. For, when you find a group of chaps struggling for
possession in our dusty streets, the first question was:
Whose ball is it? If it belonged to someone you had wronged
before or who just did not like the look of you, he would
not allow you to play ..The man with the tennis ball was the
boss for the day. We all had to nurse him. Those in his
side had to play to him all the time. His opposition had to
be careful in tackles. This because the ,.)wnerof the ball
could send one off at will without any "good" r~w~on.
Sometimes a hot game would be ended by a mere 1" :iJh. If the
owner of the ball is in possession, tries to kick th.e ball,
misses it nobody shQuld laugh'29therwise he would justpocket his ball and walk off.

Even the street matches had a prize: the teams played for
money - from a penny through to threepence. The money was
lodged with a trusted spectator and the match began. The
winner was the first team to score two goals before the other
team scored, or the first team to go two goals ahead. Thus,
according to Thabe, 1Iif the teams wera well-matched, the game
could go on for a couple of weeks~ft128 Further there was no
official referee for the matches: "Everyone was the referee.
F.veryone would be shouting at the same time. Handball!
Handballl"129

In England, from as early as the 14th Century, street
football mat:ches were intTllenselypopular and were :r.eportedto
have been Pilll::ticularlyrough and wild.1 30 They often
incurred tht;! wrath of the authorities who were more
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interested in preparing their subjects for war, as this
proclamation issued by the Lord Mayor of London in the name
of King Edward II, ill 1314, illustrates:

Proclanlation issued for the Preservation of -:"hePt!ace ....
Whereas our Lord the King is going towards the parts of
Scotland, in his war against his enemies, and ha3
especially commanded us strictly to keep his peace .~. And
whereas there is great uproar in the City, through certain
tumult (',risingfrow great fObtballs in the f1.elds of the
public, from which many evils perchance my arise - which
may God forbid - we do command and do forbid, on the King's
behalf, upon pain of impr.isonment, that1~vch game shall be
practised henceforth within the city ••

These street matches also involved vast numbers of players.. A
description of the game in 1602 suggested that there were as
many as thirty players on each side.132

During my research in Sharpeville, I was able to observe a
number of street matches. I became particularly fascinated
with one of them. !t involved a duel between two parallel
streets in Seapoint. The matches were played three or four
times a week, and could last as long as four hours. The
number of players also varied during matdhes, depending upon
other occurrences in the street. In this extract from my
di.ary, I describe one of the matches:

The match 'ttlasplayed in the street at about Spm in the
afternoon. A deflated plastic ball was used, the goals
delineated by half-bricks, stones and an empty Utshwala
carton. The two teams varied in size between five and ten
players per team depending upon who arrived and left, or
who had lost interest in the ,game. In fact, my appearance
disrupted the game for a short while when a number of the
players - ranging in ages between six and nine - deserted
the game to entertain me by singing and dancing directly i'n
my line of view. The group included a girl who had been
playing next to the Iffootbclllpitch". They sang African
National Congress freedom aonqs and "toyi-toyied", before
returning to the game. An oLd woman stood in the gateway of
ber house which adjoined the "football pitch", keenly
observing the game, delivel~ing enthusiastic advice each
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time play passed nearby her ..Pedestrians strolled casually
across the playing surface and players were always careful
to avoid colliding with them, although this was not always
possible. Some passers-by stopped to watch and pass
comments. Vehicles too, drove through the playing area and
drivers gave a warning hoot before continuing through at a
snail's pace. A boy of about fourteen years of age acted as
a kind of referee, although there were no stoppages for
fouls. The football pitch was a space of about forty metres
in length, the width of the street in breadth. The street
itself, typical of those in the rest of the township, was
un-tarred and uneven. The two goal-keepers demonstrated
remarkable bravado concerned only with keeping the baIlout
of their goals and clearly not worrying about injuring
their bare legs as they dived and sl~~ on the rough
surface. The game was at times fast ....lAd furious, eliciting
an approving response from spectators who sat on fences or
stood nearby. At other times, the match halted for a short
while as the ball careered down the road and players waited
for the game to re-start. Some players wore shoes, bl,·tmost
were bare-foot, though the latter bore no concern f~. the
former. Skill was the order of the day and the game

Fig. ix A street football match in Sharpeville, 1990
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.consisted mainly of individual d.ribbling skills ..Goals were
celebrated by a high "take five" handshake, while the
opposing goal-keeper was severely reprimanded for al1owi~g
it no Matter how hopeless his situation had been. As dusk
approached, so the volume of pedestrians incr~ased as
l~ople arrived home from work, but this in no way affected
the pace of the game. The game was over when one side had
scored. four goals. A furious argument then ensued over
wheth.~r the ball had 9""ne into the goal or over the
goal-post~ Eventually the captain of the defeated side
conceded defeat and TJ'landedover a handful of two cent coins
amounting to no more than twenty cents. The game had lasted
for just over two hours an~3~nded with barely sufficient
l.ight to continue playing.. .;1

In general, after playing against each other for a short
peri~i of time, the best players in a group of streets
would form a representative team to challenge other areas.
According to Thabe this was a "natural proc.i!ss",although
it was more a manifestation of area rivalry, which, apart
from Sharpevi1le, appears to have been characteristic of
other African townships as well, as Steve Mont jane,
ComMenting upon his boyhood in Soweto, describes:

My mother never could understand why s~atimes if she
sent for me, I stayed away so long- I had to
reconnoitre. Keep my eyes open, for if one of the
enemy spied me entering their street, he would give
the signal. At this, boys would appear from allover
and fill the street in no time ..I could alwa:rs cope
with onet but as soon as the number finishes the hand,
there would be only one course of action - to turn the
heels inside out - run like mad.134

II
In contrast to boxing, which was an individual sport,
football clubs in Sharpsville were formed out of street and
area teams, and thus have their roots deeply entrenched in
them. According to Thabet it is very unusual for a player to
come from a different area from that of the rest of his team,
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and wl·=n this does occur the player risks b(;;::.~omingunpopular
with supporters. This was confirmed by Molotsi Moiefe, who

:,;most succ\~ssfulwas one of the foundars of Sharpevil
professional team, the Vaal Professi::::>nals,and who also
played for the DUllgerous Lions of Sharpeville:

[Ex national lightweight boxing champion, John] Mthimkulu
••• where he was doing his training sessions, that's what
you would normally term an area for Dangerous Lions rsee
diagram below} and if you live in that area, it's assumed
that you will play for Dangerous Lions, although you do get
exceptions, but in the normal run of things [that was the
pattern]. So I happened to be born and bred tht<~<:.Boxing
wise, it was the same ..So it was just a nonnal thing.135

VAAL PROFESSIONALS
V'uKAZENZELJ;:__
s•ville Pi';'-utesr..TranS~laal Jumpe~,'i<' ,

tLiverpool ~-----------VERGENOEG
Corrugated

Government Lions (local Police team)
SEA.."OOINT

Seapoint Rovers
STANDS
Sundowns

PUTSWASTENE
Lr~angerous Lions
LMighty BL'lies

~iNSINGTON
~ Asanali . I
- : :::

ROO ISTENE
S'ville Fast XI
Young Rangers

PHELENDABA
Naugh ty' Boys IEX-20s _

PHOMOLONG
Basutoland

Stars

Fig. t:'_)

x Areas of Sharp!ville -with corresponding footba1.t
teaAS
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fte effect of re.ov.sl and rival;:y: OD the fOCltba.ll 'clubs: the

exa.ae1es of the '.rr!:!!svaal JUJlpers and the Tran "!.i!iiol Past Xl:

1,

The Transvaal Jumpers Footbal1i Club was founded 1933 by a

certain C J J "Samet Ngwenya.136 All the players 'ii., 3

edu.cat~ed a:.,t local misf;ipn schools in Top !Jocation, most at
\ ,

the Methodist scho",.::_..othersat the Dutch Reformed and
Anglican sdlbols. The players came f-rom sim;,lar backgrounds
to those of the popular ja~zband, the Sharpe town

I,: sWingsters137• After learning to play the game in the
streets, it was at school?rthat they first eXperienced

I,
il

organised football. In f~t, the success of th~ Tr~nsvaalf j

Jumpers was largely due to the Methodist school team, f+,om
1 ~lfhich came all but tbre6 players in the TransvC't(;;.1Jum~rs

side of 1946. Elliot "Do what .you like" M~PO was a member of 1\

\'1
'/

this school team when they joined Transvaal Jumpers that
~ Jear.i Knowing that the~.r"'"e-:e vei"!,skilful, they had, ~en
_--4~eart.::hingfor a club to :loin, fli'1allysettling on the

-'
Transvaal Jumpe:o:t1 38 O;:;.herplayers included Philip
"Concrete Mixer" Ramokhoase, Moses "Rand Daily Mail"
Skhosana, Patrick "Mcond()" qtlhopane, and Benjamin "lee Cream"
Mnkale ..

Lis,ke the naming of the suburbs in the township, as well as
the nicknames of the boxers, this process of naming was a
significant a~pect of African sports culture, a feature which
is apparent even today_ During my research I observed that
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many famous sports people were known, and referred to, by

their nicknames alone .. Consequently I did not ask Sharpeville

:l':'esidents where John:!Mthimk.'J.luliv'~d, I asked where I could

locate "shamba, II steve Montjane, writing for Bona mag,,' "ine,

offers a reason for this process;

A name is very important ••• Wesay 1I:911:solebe ke seromo".
Its 'English equivalent to the nearest w()uld be: "c _,'Ie a dog
a bad name". A person whomakes his pre~Jence felt must be
given a new name. 'l'his is brought out Leud and clear by the
namea by which our sports stars are called. Our r~ople, it
seems, can't help but giving dettcriptivla names when they
watch somebodydoing something. They have to call him by a
name vhich tells exactly how he doea it or what he looks
l:l~e. They give him a name that tells bow differs from
otl)er players, or how he sings, bow he run,», From these
namee one who hears thn has A fclirly good idea of the
owner's performances.139

Thus, Elliot "Dowhat you like" Mpepowas a midfield

opportutliat with a penchant for dribbling the ballr while

l'hJ1.ip 'ItConcrete Mixer" Ramakhoase, also a midfield pl.ayer,

was a dc>qged.,hard-workinq defender. 14'0 '!'his process of

n&ming1;hen,'~~~litated identification of a sports player -
I,

or, as the C;.',;$ might bel a musical performer. But what is

curious about; it. is how, in the contex.t of the sport, a

player was bettar knownby his nicknatne than by his real

name.. tf, ;Ln the context of aerth!.!9-.1 the dominant culture

prefel."rdd i~oregard Africans as "invisible", the process of

designatin~~ nicknames was a "commonsensell response which

insisted OJ,l their existence although not directly challenging

the dominaltltculture"
\\
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In 191.z3, Transvaal Jumpers entered thE!!local football

league .. Teamssuch as HappyHe:'..,'ts, Lucky Letts anCiDangerous

r..ions were'the sides to beat and, in that year.f the Transvaal

.Jumperswon the division af1:er a draw in the final match witt

J)ar, l!:'OUS Lionlil.141 By 194:', ac~ording to Ph~ .~'? "Concrete

lMixer" Ramakhoase, n... the Transvaal .JumpersF.C.. were

invincible and clicked like a well-oiled machine", soon

exhausting all oppesi tion in Vereenig,ing,.142 They resorted

to playing at the WemmerFootball Groand in JohlJ.nnesburg

against teams affiliated to the Johanl:lesburgBantu Football

~,~50ciation (JBF'A) I such as Orlando P:Lrates F(.)otball Club,

Naughty Boys Football Club and Morcka Swallows Football

Clllb,.143As is the case today, these f;oweto sides were fearec

country-wide and victory over them.was considered a.

phenomenalachievement. Not surprisingly, as Patrick "Mcondo11

'!'J.hopaneexplains, the team trained extra hard for such

games: "Whenfacing teams like Orlando Pirates! we players of
v

the Transvaal Jumpers used to take uroi1d work" from.Topville

to Redan [a distance of about akIn]. n14~t

Trainirlg presented problems I as there was little time or

opportunity for it. Most players worked in the local

industries during the qay and the l'lck of electricity meant

that training after work was difficult owing to insufficient

light. Match,eswere played on weekends and days off work. OUE

of the few alternatives, a))art frr;m long-distance running' in

fading light, was to join a boxing club and train w:i.ththe
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boxers in order to get fit: "As it is known, most; Jampers
players played also boxing_ The reason for this is that they
wanted to keep fit;- and besides, interest. in sport.,,145
Elliot Mpepo, along with many of the Transvaal Jumper's
players, joined Central Boys 130xing CluD, which represented
the area of !Jhomolong: uI used to join a boxing club as

training. The t.raining was held at Hostel number six [in
Sllarpeville]. ~,1~16 Mpepo also played for Dangero~"'sLions as

well as Transvaal Jumpers while the latter was still in 'l'op

Location. This, however, posed a problem when the club was
eventually moved to-'Sharpeville. Initially, the removal from
Top Location to Sharpeville disrupted the team only insofar

Fig., xi The_!ransvaal Jumper!_9.19S0. Elliot Wno What
..!ou Likeh Mpepo:\s in the middl.~ row, secong
from the right; SaBlNqwenyais _in the :middle r~
on the extreme right; Patrick uMcondo" Thlopi!ne
is in the back row, sec:.')ndfrc. the left,1..
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as distance was concerned. While the president, Ngwenya, was
still in Top Location, players such as Elliot Mpepo had
already moved to Sharpeville and had to cycle back to Top
Location to play, a distance of about five kilometresw147

When Ngwenya was moved to Sha:,:pevillein 1959, the club
itself moved with him, specifically to the area of
Vukazenzele. For Elliot Mpepo, this caused a difficult
situation. By moving to Vukazenzelel the Transvaal Jumpers
came to represent that area. Mpepo, however, resided in
Phomolong. He was forced to leave ~oth Dangerous Lions as
well as Central Boys Boxing Club, and to become one of the
exceptional players who played for a side in a different
area.

Apart: from playing in J'ohanne~burgr the Transvaal Jumpers
travelled extensively, as Mpepo recalls:

We went to Swaziland, Bloemfontein, Randfor-tein, Heilbron.
In Heilbron we were beaten and we gave them a return match
and we won 6-1. I scored three goals from the far
corne-r ..148

The team was highly succ~t:.;sftl.land became widely known:
From the Far Eastern Transvaal to the west Rand and j:rom
Pretoria to Bloemfontein, the name Transvaal Jumpers F.C8
sP7lt tl~r to football clubs and District Associations
al~ke ..

According to Gec,rge Thabe, the Transvaal Jumpers were 1:.he

"terror in the whole of th(~ Transvaal. ,,150 Toclay, the club
is regarded as one of the 1:ormidable teams of early fOI::>tball
in South Africa. 151 Its hjLstory also provides an insi'ght
into the general development of football in south Afri'oa from
amateurism to c~uasi-professionalism ..The conb::-oJ.ling
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influence of the president and nowner" of the club, Ngwenya,
is a significant aspect of this development, which is
examd.ned more fully in Chapter Six. For the moment, however,
we are concerned with area rivalrya

Just as footballers joined boxing clubs to get fit, boxers
joined football olubs for the same reason~152 This resulted
in the boxers from Ferreira Boys' Club forming one of the
first footba.ll clubs in the new township of Sharpeville, the
Transvaal Fast XI:

We formed Transvaal Fast XI, we formed it! We were boxers.
We find that we didn't have many interesting things to dOt
entertainment, you know, the~5~e say "let's play football"j
then 't'la formed that Fast XI.

Its formation is another example of area rivalry. The team
was formed out of, and closely related to, the Ferreira
Boxing Club and its corresponding area, as Carlton
Uonnakgotla recounts~

I joined the club [Fast XI] because I was staying on the
side of thIS favo!u::itesof this area, thio Transvaal Fast
XI. This side of the township had Fast XI support. It was
more like a gangster - the other side, there was Dangerous
Lions and pe9gie there supported them. 9ge9% of the team
were bexers.

It was one of the few teams to have actually formed in
Sharpeville, most of the others having originated in Top
Location:

By that time, when we started to play here, Top Location
was still existing ..All the [mai.n] sides, they were Top
Location: Danqexous Lions I Transvaal Jurn'Oers,Lucky IJetts,
Happy Hearts. Then we form lOur team here. Then after Top
Loca.tion was all demolishrg~ then they came this side and
stax·tcd to play together ..
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This is confirmed by, Transvazl Jumpers I player, jUlio
Mpepo: "When I came here [Sharpeville) the only teQ.m w

XI, in Rooistene.,,156

Despite some measure of suc(!ess, the Transvaal Fast XI
attained the same reputation as the Transvaal Jumpers.
However, in the 1960s, it formed the backbone of
Sharpeville's first fully-fledged professional footbal
and transformed the nature of the game in the townshi~
process of which is examined in Chapter Six ..

j • " • ~ • • ,. :"-. . _.; . ',' " .

o

o

Fig. xii sexton Mabena in corrugated playing s1~ip c.1
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This is confirmed by, Transvaal Jumpers' player, Elliot
Mpepo: "When I came here [Sharpeville] the only team was Fast
XI, Ln Rooistene."156

Despite some measure of success, the Transvaal Fast XI never
attained the same reputation as the Transvaal Jumpers.

However, in the 1960s, it formed the backbone of

Sharpeville's first fully-fledged professional football side
and tra'lsiormed the nature of the game in the township, the

process of which is examined in Chapter Six •

• ' ~'t'. ' •••• i .:'.',." ('. '~ ".

,.
. ".. " " .
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Fig. xii sexton Mabena in ..Corrugated Elaying striJ;! (:.1962
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gonclusi2!!_

Sport, whether actively played or only watched, occupied a
signific:ant portion of the leisure activities of Sharpeville
residents and, indeed, was a pervasive form of popular
culture in the township. The expression of area rivalry was
apparent in both boxing and football, the dynamics of which
were determined by the nature of each, rivalry being more
aggressively expres~ed in boxing. The influence of American
cult heroes and black American culture was more apparent in
boxing for the obvious reason that the latter was not played
in the United states. Along with boxers, gang members in
Sharpeville were also influenced by American consumer cu1tur4
and found inspiration in the pursuits of Ameri<::ancinematic
villains. In Chapter Four it will be Been he)lf, during the
same period, along with American film cultuJ:e and cult
heroes, American consumer culture as ;t! wholE~ h~~ld a pivotal
position of influence in the social and culture!l ] ife of
Sharpevi lIe residE!nts.
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CHAPTER FOUR

LIFE IN THE NEW TOWNSHIP: SUB-CULTURE AND STYLE....L-19.3 -

1960

In Chapter ~hree it was argued that area rivalry in

Sharpeville wasmore likely to affect those sub-cultures

which lent themselves more naturally to competition and

aggression. ~here were, however, exceptions, such as

clothing styles, a cultural form not usually associated

with rivalry but wh:i.ch,as will be seen il.,',this chapter,

becamethe subject c;.fcompetition between the various

areas in SharpevillE~during the 1950s. But not all

sub-cultures reflec1~edarea rivalry during this period.~

~lofusicalperformancewas less affected by terl,'itoriality.

Indeed; it often ac1~edmore as a force for UI:Litythan

cleavage. There wer.~music competitions, but these were

not betr~eenlocal m~!l.sicbands and were by-and-large

contested by the Shlilrpev1.lleband, the Sharpetown

Swingstars, and bands from other townships, particularly

those around Johannesburg. As will be seen in this

chapter, this resulted in a tendency to draw the

different areas together to support their local band

against thf'>visiting ones..

Musical competition.s also drew the different classes

together. In Chapter Twoit was seen that the upper

echelons of TopLocation society consisted of a middle

class and ~mupwardly-mobileworking class. The fact that
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its removal resulted in a large proportion of the
lumpenpr~letariat going to Evaton could have suggested
that, from the perspective of class, Sharpeville was
fairly homogeneous. This was not the case and it will be
seen in tIli,schapter how the divisions between
Sharpeville's elite and its working class were expressed
in styles of dress as well as in modes of entertainment,
the latter of which were ~onducted along separate,
class-differentiated lines ..

Musical performance, as a sub-culture, wa~ enacted in a
way very different from the other SUb-c'llltur;;esin the
township. It was far less parochial and the success of a
band from early on was measured in terms of its ability
to draw a following wider than only Sharpeville. This
was as we shall see, a further outcome of African
interest in American culture which, in the entertainment
world, saw ultimate success in terms of international
tours and recognition. During the 1940s'and 19508, it was
not only black American cult heroes that attracted
Africans, but also the floOd of American consumer goods
af.ter World War Two, which, when combined "••• truly
turned "Americanism" into a mass-cult.'"
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Brake has contended that in any complex society there are
several cultures. Relative to and within these cultures
the:.t"eexist sllb-cilltures which are smaller, more
localised and different in structure to the larger
culture. 2 Clarke et.al. argue that a sub-culture is both
distinctive as well as characteris"tic of the brt. .er
culture:

••• a sub-culture, though differing in important
ways - in its "focal concerns", its peculiCtr shapes
and activities - from the culture from which it
derives, will also shase some things in common with
that "parent" culture.

In Sharpeville, some., but not all, sub-cultures reflt!cted
the area rivalry in the tc)wnship. Most, however, were
profoundly influenced by JUnerican consumex culture, which
was particularly deep-felt in clothing styles ..During the
1940B and 1950B, the influence of American culture was
considerable in all African townships in S'Oc'l,1thAfrica and
no less in Sharpeville.

American CODsuaer culture: the HAmer-leans of Sba~ville"

Ac:cording to Manoim, American consumer culture had
u:lnstant mass appeal" for ur=.3.nAfricans i·,1 South Africa:

America ma~keted consumer goods with instant mass
appeal: Hollywood Idovies, jazz :records, pul.p novels"
two-tor.:eshoes, "gangster" hats. Thei.r goods were
generally cheap and could be aime~ at the township
masses, not just the black elite.
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The combl"~,Ationof black American heroes and American
consumer goods developed a cult following among urban
Africans:

It was a cult tailor-made for consumsx society;
street smart and populist, flashy and appearance
conscious, its very existence revolved around a
species of consumer goods, from records to hats and
weekly movies. And, most important, unlike the
"white meiel" which could be followed slavishly t..'mly
by the glite, this cult proclaimed itself open to
all •••

The American consumer cult arose in Sophiatown \Ii'hich,
during the 1940s until its destruction in the mid.-1950s,
was the centre of black cultural activity on the
Witwatersrand. According to Coplan, in perhaps a somewhat
romanticised account:

••• Sophia town set the pace, giving urban l~frican
culture its pulse, rhythm, and style dur.ing the
1940s and IS0S• Noisy and dramatic, its untarred,
potholed streets ran by the communal watel':taps and
toilets and the rectangular j umble of yarcls walled
in with brick, wood, and iron. A new synthesis of
Afri~an culture sprang up here, shouting for
recognition. Materially poor but intensely social;
critn~-ridden and violent but neighbourly and
self-prvtective; proud, bursting with music and
writing, 'swaggering with personality, simmerIng with
intellectual and polit:i.calmilitance, Sophiatown was
a slum of dreams, a battlegrourld of the heart.
Sophiatown produced leaders in many fields, and
Africans in ~ther cities looked to them for
inspiration.

It was in Sophia town that the "Americans" emerged, a
notorious gang whose image was based upon t;1e style of
clothes they wore ..Their exploi.ts drew the attention of
the m..~dia, largely a result of the s~ang'S 8l.aphasison
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American fashion and a fascination among urban Africans
with American consumer cult~re, as this article, which
appear-ed in ~ magazine in 1954, portrays:

After World War II most of the world;~ big cities
had to face another kind of 1!I&r: trying to stop the
crime wave caused by the young and unemployed.
America had what was called uThe street with no name
that runs across the states.1I Johannesburg was no
exception. Sophiatown, generally considered the
nucleus of all Reef crimes, spawned on to the Reef
more gangs than any other location ••• During this
period, a group of brothers and cousins with friends
formed a clique of .small-ti1':·lone-wolf
pick-pockets and bag-snatc[';rs who paraded
30phiatown's streets over week-ends dressed in the
loudest and latest American fashions. These imported
Amp-rican - and sometimes Portuguese - clothes made
them the leader.s of popula~ fashion, and the ~s~
sought-after escorts for the "nice time girls. tt
Through the country of origin of their expa9sive
clothing, they were called "The Americans".

I ,

In addition to the "Americans" I o'cher gangs in Sophiatown
also emulated American styles, as Don Mattera, whQ was
the lec;,<:ier of a gang in Sophiatown called the "vultures",
recallS:

Almost eV'erything we wor~ or ate was fashioned"ci.Lter
,American styles ..Some gangs and gang members chose
the names, habits and mannerisms of film stars suc;h
as George Raft" John"Garfleld and John Wa~ne, who
was nicknamed ~'Motsat.aiII (Swaggerer). 8

'ftle "Aaericans-'_in S~iY~: working cl~!s style aDd

at:'ea :.,,=1val!='.!

The focus on American consumer.'9oods was feit in
Snarpevi.l.le, epitomised by groups of wOl:king class men
who, by their style of dreSSing, were also knC'»Wllas the
"Americansil• "Bl,'aBozi Ii Sikaledi was a well-known
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IIAmeri(:lai'l"in Sha.rpeville duri.ng the 1950s. Sikaledi

arrived. in Sharpeville from To,pLocat:ion in 1945. He left

school in standard six to provide for his family:

I decided to quit school early because my father was
no mor'~workiE:'Jand my sister was married to one
g'uy, and my mother was not working also, so the
responsibility was s~pposcd to be taken by me. I had
to help the parents.'

11-"' became interested ill style once he started working and

could therefore afford to ~Iurchase clothes. His

fascinat~.on with styles of dress was stimulated by the

movies: "WeUBbi to watch films at the communalhall,

films like .~ichard Widmarkand John Oelinger, Ricky

Nelson. You name ·them, there: were so many.1110 It was

t;lroug'.hwatching the movies that' !)ikalec.ii and othar

tren1-I::ietters f.n the township decided to dress in

"Ameri<:an"style .. The emphasis here was on sporting

clothing' imported from America: "Wewere cCi.lling

ourselves "Americans" .... therefore we had to buy from

Americ:a:.iJ11

Hnwever the "Ame.cicansn in Sharpeville differed

signifi'::antly from their. counterpart. in Sophiatown.. In

general" Sharpeville "Ameri-:ans" were not dependent upon

illegal activities for a living, and, li~e Sikaledi, were

formally empL.\yed.The "Amerj.cans" of Sharpeville. were

not linked in any way to the Sharpe:ville gang subculture

described in the previotls chapter. They distanced

thems<91vesfrom the act.iv.ities of the lumpenproletariat

and t.ended to 00 dra~.fflfrom the working cLaas , They



127

admired their elite counterparts, the African midclle
class, which consisted of shop-owners as well as
professionals ....ttchas teachers, for their ability to
dress expensivel~.. J~ut they also retained and even

guarded their identity as "Americans".

,
A further difference between Sharpeville and Sophiatm"n
"Americans" was that" for the forreer, participatil:>nin
sport was considered a crucial pal.·tof being an

"American.": "All the people [IIAmericans"] thel?had. to
take part in sports, all of them. :c ~'aS a boxer. Some of
them were soccer players t some of them were boxexs ..1112
Sport, .Fticularly bo~ingt was a pervasive form of
popular culture in Shax:peville during the 1950s, whereas
in Sophiatown the focus was on gangs and the underworld.
As Aggrey Klaaste has commented, the "America.ns" in
Sophiatown had II ..... a k:i.ndof a Robin Hood character -
seldom robbing from their community. They dressed well
and were respected.,,13 Although dressing constituted an
important part of a Sharpevi.),le"American's" status and

'/

:r'eputat:tonas well, participation in sport was at least

as important.

Another feature which differentiated the two sets of
"Americans" waa that those in SharpevUle did not
constitute a gang or even a cohesive gl~ouping..As with
Sharpeville's gang sub-culture and spor'Es cultures of
boxing and football, the Sharpeville !lAlnericans"were
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firmly divided along territorial lines. This is

illustrated by Sikaledi I s initial exper~.ence as an

"American". Soon after he began dressin~J i.n the style, he

,liscovered others also conforming to it.. This" howev3:t',

did not imply allegiance to a grouping:

..... immediately after working I de,l::idedto wear like
"Ame:r.icans",only to find that Mac!hini [a well-known
gangster in the' township] was a Lso an American in
Sharpeville. So people used to tell us that we are
dressing alike. So we deci.d~d to i:1:>rm a group. Jar
but wewere divided because we were from different
sections. People from Phelenda~i' people from
Putswastenel people from Vuka.

This territoriality eventually ex.tended to informal dress

competitions between the different neisrhbourhoods, which

were held at Maduna's Place, a popular shebeen still in

existence today:

.0..more especially on Sundays we used to dress
[in] beautiful clothes 'md we used to dress
"Amorican"style, and Maduna's place was the very
sarna place wheL'ewe were going to compete. We used
to give Maduna an L.P. Therefore we'll watch each
other and the one whohas got beautiful clothes will
be given an L.i"; .. at Maduna.·s place. It was known as
the uAmeri.yans·!t·place, although it was a shebaen by
that time. 5

These compet.itions were not publicised and nor were they

intense and aggressive.. Indeed, the nature of the
sub-culture promoted a sense of courtesy and tribute:

••• the competitions were amongou~selves, not that
we were telling everyone t.hat we are competing ....
It was just some.kin~6of compliment.ingeach other
he/VI you at'G dressed.

Whi.lethe "Ame:cicans"',ere divid-ed along area lines, as a

group they drew their jEollowing from within the ranks of

Sharpeville's working (!lass. Clothing st;yles, in general,
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reflected class differences wi.thin the township. Indeed,
while area rivalry was reflected most clearly in the
sphere of sport as well as in the activities of gangs,
class w~s expressed in styles of clothing and also in
those leisure activities characterised by dance and
performance culture. Shebeens in the township too, were
divided along class lines.

JShebeens, dress and wauetc: class and cultural !XpI:.easior;,

For Sharpeville's residents, the shebeens and beer-halls
in the township were the place13 to meet and dio?=~·.Sft11'1U.y

events and happenings, or to simply ft.:..rgetabout lif(;;'S
harsh realities. Shebeen culture, in genel."al,has
occupied a significant part of African life in Sout!.
Afr ~,ca's urban areas. In traditional southern African
societies beer-brewing was undertaken by women, where it
was an important custom. Kriga has observed that beJr W&s
an economic and social currency, it was consumed as a
:nourishing f,oodj it was used to thank, reward, reconcile,
honour, entertain, ritually cleanse and functioned to
bind groups together.17 In the urban areas, traditional
patterns of beer-brewing remained and wives brewed beer
for bu.sbands regardless of prevailing laws. This soon
o.e,relopedinto a. p:;:ofit-makingi.nstitution:

Women soon discovered that beer and often stronger
brews could be sold at a profit to people their
menfolk. brYijght to the home Qr even to completestrangers.
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Hellman and, later, Koc,h have observed that beer-brewing
in the urban areas became an important survival mechanism
for women living there and that shebeens became an
important means of providing for families.19 La Mausse
notes that "for their [shebeen] owners, many of whom were
women, the shebeens provided financial support for urban
families. ,,20 Bloke Modisane, a write.t·for Drum magazine
during the 1950s, describes how his mother, living in
Sophia tOwl1:

••• turned our house into a shebeen, worked tenhours a day brewing and pres$ing home brew called
skokiaan and barberton, and from the proceeds she
educated me to high sch~t level and the two girls
to primary school level.

Following the removal 1,,£ Top Location, many of its
original beer brewers ll)ovedelsewhere, along with, as we

saw in Chapter Two, a ~Jignificant proportion of its
lumpenprol.etariat. But this cUd not mean that the new
Sharpeville was lacking' in shebeen activity. Indeed, much
of the "respectable" shebeen life that had existed in Top
Location began to re-assert itself. Shebeens such as
Sidwell t S :I?lace,Maduna Is Place, Ma-Bricka, Smartt s
Place, anq Kgame's Place were the places to meet at
nights and on weekends.22 The women in Matsanang street,

!

l?utswastene, were 'the l!~ading brewers of umgombothi (or

home-brewJ.23 To guard against the police raids, brewers
would conceal theiX' beer in a rubbj.sh heap nearby, at the
edge of the township. The Matsaneng brewers used this
situation to their advantage. In order to stifle
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competition they would: "send youngsters to the rubbish
heap to find out where the beer [belonging to rival
brewers] was [hidden]. Then they would pour ash into the
beer.,,24 But this was more a. process of economic
"cornpetitlon" than true area rivalry.

Still, because of the threat of gang attacks, residents
in an area would probably frequent their local shebeens.
Certain shebeens soon became the favoured haunts of
particular groupings. As we have already seen1 the
nAmericans'~patronised Madunaf s Place where they held
dress competitions. Other shebeens were frequented
exclusively by teachers and members of SharpevillE~'s
elite c11s8. These were considered to be respect~)le
places and 1chelr proprietors would :ct:fuse entry tel

pro~pE)ctive patrons of 188$er status.25 Some, int,erested
in their patronaga, practised a form of segregation JJy

in:sisting that such patrons seated themselves in the
kitchen or outi\sidein the yax'd.26 Many preferred 'this
option over that of frequenting working-class shab$;ens
whi.ch were also patronised by members of the gangs iF and

where there were often violent clashes between the
different groupings. Many gangs claimed shebeens an their
own, as did the uRussiansu, who held private famo
parties. 27 :tt was the activities of the youth gan9fs and
especially chose of the "Russians" which aroused the
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concern of the Vereeniging Town Council in the mid-1950s,
whose resulting action became one of the causes of the
Sharpeville shooting in 1960.28 Gang members dressed in
a style which was the precursor to the "Pantsula" style
prominent in the townships today_ They were known as
UMajamboko" and dressed in Dobshire, turn-up trousers and
wore caps known as nSdory.,,29

Sharpeville's elite class consisted of shopowners,
doctors, lawyers and, in the majority, teachers and
clerks. The latter, as Coplan notes, earned much the same
in wages as drivers and labourers; their status depended
largely upon their education.30 According to Sikaledi,
teachers wer~ respected by residents, as were policemen:

Teachers by that time were well-respected for the
fact that they werle educated. They respect me
because I was dressing like teachers. We were
respected by everyone. In our group we did not haveteachers, only workers. The people who were
rc~~cted were policemen and teachers, because apo.licemanhe was ,always in his uniform, even on
Sunday, because he wanted tC':retain that respect.31

For Sharpeville's elite, fashion shows, beauty contests
and fOl~l dances were the order of the day. During the
19508, the Vereeniging Ballroom Dance Club taught its
members the variou;,!steps and movements of dances sllchas
the waltz and the foxtrot at the Communal Hall on Tuesday
and Thursday nights, while the Vereeniging Non-European
Social and Cultural Club, under the leadership of a
certain Mr J.. Fantisi, arrangEd fashion shows and .beauty
contests. 32 B.etty Mkgome, who today operates a shebeen
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which caters for teachers and white-collar wo:r:kers,

recalled how, during the 1950s, she enjoyed jilzz and

ballroom dancing, particularly the tango, as '~ell as

beauty contests. She was born in Top Location in 1935,
attended the st. Cyprian school in Sharpeville until the

middle of her standard six year, when she left after
_ ...---....-- ..-'\\

falling pregnant. In 1958 she was crowned uMis~ 1
-~_~_'_'_''''_'~'.~_' I

Vereeniging" and it was the popular Sharpeville band, the

Sharpetown Swingsters, whoperformed the musi.cduring the

crowning beremonyat the communalhall:

The competition was called3;zenzele Woma'n".It was
the Sharpeville Swingsters [whowere playing].
From there it went to Cape Town.... I came third, !
W,IlS a princess. Thrrre was Miss P.E., Miss Cape Town
and then Miss Vereeniging .. I was the third one
there. 34

Most ~:>f the leisure activiti~s in the township weJ!~e
I'

conduj~tedalong separate, class-differentiated lines.

Accorjrin9 to Sikaledi, it was only at "white weddings"

that l'" "Americans", for example, Dtcame together and

discu~fsed things with teachers.,,35 It was musical
Ii

perfo~fmancet however, that brought the different
:1

grouP~lngStogether under one roof. Jazz perforr..ancss,

usua.l~,yLn the form of a competition between two bands,
I

known I!aS a ';;twoband stage", were enormously populia.r

througLout townships during the 1950s and Sh&rpeville was
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no exception. Coplan has remarked upon how African jazz
bands were able to ensure contact between classes:

Though the various bands r'.d definite social status,
the broad demand for their services among all
classes of urban Africans brought working-class and
middle-class performance~culture into cont.LnueI
contact with each other.~6

But while the performances drew the different groupings
together, group ide:liltityand social status was maintained
and exhibited throu,gh styles of dress. Indeed, for such
occasions, Sharpevi.l~r,..,'S "Americans" ensured they were
impeccably attired:

We used to attend concerts, more especially when
they are singing for a cow or playing for a cow
["two-band stage" corapetitions), we would go and
watch being well dressed because we were regarded as
"Americans". w~!couldn't wear a [pair of] short[s]
or you couldn t 1t: wear just a rag for the fact that
you are regard.ad.as someone who is ver~; important,
king of "A.meri~~anstl.37 "

I:

The elite clas£s dre.~sea ill a style known as IIGentlemen",
"those that put on !lIuits,bow-tie and handcuffs. n38 At
such occasions, the idifferent groups would gather and

i

cOI1~siderthe others' appearance. According to Sikaledi,
each group had its own language to avoid any
eavesdropping, although this appears to have been more a
process of maintaining identity:

We had our own language, it's slang, slang, slang,
we were slanging! Slanging! ••• It's a tsotsi-taal,
but itts a slang ••• You couldn't hear [understano]
us, talking our own language.39
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It was African interest in American cultt,re, in this
case, black American performance culture, that drew the
two groupings to the same functions. In much the sam~ way
as African interest in boxing was augmente.ct by the
successes of black American hoxers, so the
accomplishments of black American jazz performers had a
similar effect and jazz derived mass appeal among all
classes of urban Africans during the 1950s.

Urban African. ,popular .usic in ~th Africa: local styles
and black Aaerican performance culture: a brief overview

The development of urban African music reflected the
imitation as well as interpretation of European and
American music styles, as well as a blending of them with
local indigenous forms. One of the earliest Ul::banmusic
f!tyles was marabi, which originated in the slumyards of
Johannesburg during the 1920s and 1930s. Marabi ·Jlasmore
than simply a style of music and was, as Todd Matshikiza
described, " ••• the name of an epoch ..,,40 Koch has argued
that marabi epitomised the e.lumyard culture of
Johannesburg's lumpenproletariat duri~g the first three
decades of this century and functioned as a survival
mechanism by providing inforJ_'l.lemployment of which the
most co~~on was beer-brewing.41 According to Coplan,
marabi music "••• drew heavily on the syncretic forms
that preceded itv many of which were developed in the
city by specific ethnic groups.,,42 These forms included
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the tickey draai style of early Coloured performers from
the Cape as well as tula n'divile, a style in which Xhosa
folk melodies were played on keyboards.43 However,
although:

••• marabi retained traditional musical practices
and elementsF its ultimate form reflected the desire
of largely unschooled and un~Westernised urban
Africans to modernise by absorbing net4cultural
elements within a familiar structure.

Indeed, whilst a locally developed style, ~bi soon
fell under the influence of American performance culture.

During the post-world War 1 period, the new~y forming
record and cinema industries in South Africa brought
American performance culture into the townships. The
influence of ;;lericanmusic was first felt among the
African elite who were influenced by ragtime. Reuben T.
Caluza, a teacher at the Ohlange Institute in Natal,
combined ~ulu choral music w~th Ragtime into a style
which became known as e'Ragtime.45 The influence of
imerican musical performance was augmented by the
inauguration of the radil.1in the 1920s and, although
broadcasting for Africans only begall in the 1940s,
Africans listened to the white munic::ipalradio
stations. 46

The earliest recording studio in th~.:counts ..y was
established in 1932 by Eric Gallo.47 Tbe initial
recordings produced specifically for the "Bantiu" market
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were on Zonophoneand included izibonga (praise-singL.~9'),

tribal music, choral music, folk songs and the
. k 48traditional music of the m1nswor erB. The

"barrel-house" organ and piano music of the shebeens,

marabi and tula n'divile were only recorded in the

19405.49 By th.e m.id-1930s, the majorit. of ;,-ecordings for

the Afric,;\.Dmarket consisted of a harmonyvocel music

knownas mbube, or "bombing", which origina:ted from:

••• groups of Zulu males perforR.ing songs in the
traditi.onal idiom, but with a Wes.":ernrhythmic vocal
and/l.')rinstrumental (banjo) foun{.J,tion taken frc~O
Afriltaans ~olk m1.1sicstyles such as the vastra:e.·

T~lefocus by reA'ording companies on mbubecaused the

prolife~ation Qf the vocal groups performing this style

of music. By the late 19405 and early '1950s there were a

numberof such groups performing in Sharpeville such as

the Black Set'enaders, the SharpeviJ.le Five and t11e

Satchmore Serenaders, the latter being the most

successful, recording a handful of reco~·ds at

Troubadourt s recording studio ill Jeppeb.."..J., JohannesbuJr:g,

in the 1950s. The names of these groups clearly reflect:ed

the influence of American jazz performers as is

demonstrated by the case of the RatchmoreSerenadersr who

der~.vedtheir namefrom Louis Armstrong.

This era also saw the emergence of elite bands such as

Peter Rezant's Merry Blackbirds, whoperformed only

Amexicanragtime and jaz~ orchestrations and reflected

the style and val'les ·..)fthe African elite. 51 Other
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groups, such as the Jazz Maniacs, while also
middle-class, were more versatile and retained an
essentially marabi fe~l to their music.52 In general,
the styl,.~a band pI I whether it was purely American
rhythms or only marab!-, or a mixture of the two,
reflected the ability of its members to read music. Most
could not and were envious of their lIlusi~:!allyliterate
counterparts. Peter Rezant, the leader of the Merry
Blackbirds, claimed that other bands wished they could
play like the Merry Blackbirds, but wore unable to since

they could not read music.53 From the 1930s through to
the 19505, the ability to read music b~came a point of
distinction between bands. During an intervie~t with the
Sharpe'\rilleband, the Sharpetown Swingsters, when I asked
for their opinion of the Merry Blackbirds,
trumpet-player, Melefe Moshoeshoe replied: "They lA"ere
reading music ..I~54 The Sharpetewn Swingsters was an
ex.ample of a band t·-~ble to read mua Lc and thei:i:tunes
were composed and then transmitted by ear~ The Vaal
Crochets, however I another Sha.rpeville-based band,
consisted of musicians who "QuId read music, their name
clearly reflecting their ability to do so.

White audiences in South Africa were exposed to Afric~n
music following the British Empire Exhibiti'1n in
Johannesburg in 1936, where ~everal African performing
grc..1.19sparticipated. Among them was an amateur musical
theatrical trou\:,>ek:.1ownas the Lucky stars, lead by Esau
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Mtl~twa, a teacher from the Amanzimtotl. Institute in
Natal. The troupe drew an overwhelming response at the
Exhibition and a tour of London was arranged for them by
a local white promoter ..55 While the tour itself was a
failure, it developed a preoccupation among African
musicians with overse~s success:

Thus began a Black South African showbusiness
tradition very much alive today, of overseas tours
as the African perfor!Tlers' ultimate professi<.m.al
goal, along with the fame and enormous f.inancial
rewards which were a~,sume:d5~oautomatically follow
:i.ntel:nationalrecognition.

This attitude was reflected in the succession of
Sharpeville-ba.sed musicians who defined success in terms
(.If that achieved outside of their home environment and
affected ~heir relationship with local community support.

In the 1940s, there developed a new local jazz music
style known as tsaba-tsabq (Zulu: "separatel') I which
reflected a combination of Africal').m(.~lodywith the
American rhythms of ragtime, sw:i.ng,jitterbug, and also
the Latin hmeriCan rumb~ and conga.51 Despite retaining
an American influence, .tsab~-tsab!. was the result of an
effort on the part of professional mus:i.nian!:to develop
their O'Wll "African-bal>edtl music. 58 While t!?ab,a-tsa,1?&!
dit!erek,4 rhythmically from .m~;:a~, t:he styles deve l.oped

in similar enviro:v:!~ents"According tt.') Coplan, tsaba-'~
was in fact a working-class African dance which c'! weloped
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during the period "••• ~Then American jitterbug, locally
known as Ifj ive~n, and large dance o:t:chestr~s dominated the
dance halls.u59 While ts~ba-t~aba was associated by the
African elite uith ..... proletarians and the rough social
atmosphere of the occasions where it was most often
played,II60 it jEound an interested audience in Walter M.
B. Nhlapo, a, musical journalist and talent scout for
Gallo records, w11o:

....viewed class division as an obstacle to African
creativity, and wondered why tsaba-tsaba and other
township styles could not be ,Tpolished %¥d given to
the world as the La Conga f:z:omAfrica?"

As Coplan observed; this suggestiOl'lwas indeed prophetic:
August Musurgwavs §kokiaan, the most famous of
,tsaba-tsaba t..,.l19S:

••• became an international success, topping thE:!
American Hit Pa'.r.adeas "Happy Africa" in 1904, and
was eventually published as sheet music in 17
countries. 62

Despi te the success of this tune, tsa~t:'.:t.§.1!.~ was by no
means the most innovative ~f locally-developed music
styles ..This was kwela, which developed during the 19505

from African youths playing cheap penny-whistles,
imitating the fife and drum bands of Scottish inwigrants
i. South Africa and was made famous by pennywhistlers
such as Elias and Aaron IJerole a.nd Spokes Mashiyane, who
made some of the highest sellin~r records in the history
(')fthe local industry. 63 Kwela significantly influenced
local jazz performers. Wh:lle AmE~rican music was still an
influence, many jazz rnusit;dans J.-espected~a for having
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achieved international recognition and also admired the
inventiveness of the pennywhistlers. Further, many jazz
performers had grown up as penny whistlers.64 This
resulted in kwela-j~~ or Majuba, the innovators of which
were, among others, Ntemi Piliso's Alexandra All-Star
Band and the Jazz Maniacs, and it was the title of a tune
b~' the latter, Z.lajuba,which came to express this
particular style.65 The Sharpe town S~ingsters, in
Sharpeville, were both interpreters as well as innovators
of this style. The band were influenced by the majuba
performers of the time: "We followed up mostly bands like
Jazz Maniacs and Africcm Swingsbers, and bands like City
Jazz Nine, and also the New SinfGmaters from
Bloemfonte.in.,,66

These bands, apart from the Jazz Maniacs who came
enrlier, wt~re also contemporaries <')f the Sharpetown
Swingsters ..The Sharpe town ,<3wingsters listened to their
music, learlled from the musicians, and also contributed
to the msi,ub!!style. In 1958 r Mike F'haltllane,music
columnist fo:1:'!.onk magazine, commentied r uThe Sharpetown
Swi.ngsters a:r:eri,~'hton the African Slwingsters heels.rl67

SLortly after ~ in 1959, whilst revi(~w,inga Sharpetown
Swingsters reclording, he wrote:

The Sharp,stown Swingsters carryon wit.h the form
which has made them so popular with the country's
disc lovers. Their latest offerin~J is "Iza Levay"
flipped by "Amajali", which is undouR~ably, so far,
the big band waxing of the new year.
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The band was and still is, without any doubt, the most
successful music group to have originated in Sharpevillew
However., in terms of this study, the history of the band
is significa.nt more in terms of their relationship with
the community of Sharpevilla than with their actual
musical accomplishments~

Musical performance and community support: tue Shar~to~
Stringsters

The Sharpe town Swingsters was formed by four musicians,
three of whom are still with the group today_ Joseph
Molafe and Joseph Moshoeshoe were hoth members of the
Methodist Mission School bugle band in Top Location in
the 1940s. They met whilst performing in the band and
became firm friends. Molefe's interest in music was
largely cultivated by his brother, who, during Joseph's
childhood, worked at th~ local bios cope in Vereeniging,
known as the "odeon"; DU!ring interval, recordings of jazz
were played, and Molefe's brother was able to borrow them
from the film operator:

My brother used to get a good collection from the
operat.or, a European fellow who waa working [there].
He used to get in good records. Then it's where I
had picked up some of this music of the fellows like
Glen Miller, Harry James, Artie Shaw, and those
fellows w~gwere playing good jazz, swings, and
foxtrots.

It was a result of seeing films of Glen Miller that
Molefe becatn~ interested in playing the trombone.
Moshoeshoe's uncle owned several instruments, and he and
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Malefe used them to teach themselves how to play. When
they were proficient enougb, they joined His Majesty's
Band, but left soon after to join Macmilos Band because
they wanted to learn from the owner, a certain Michael
Mphcfu, whom they regarded as a highly proficient player.
After a short stint with Macmilos Band, they re-j~ined
His Majesty's Band and Molefe recruited Hans Lenkie
Bessie into the band, having taught Bessie to play the
saxophone. But they were unhappy playing for His
Majesty's Band as it was committed to Mr S~jake, who did
not play any inst~ument and was only interested in
promoting the band as a business venture. As a result,
Molefe, Moshoeshoe and Bessie decided to purchase their
own instruments anG form their own band. MQlefe recruited
Stephen "Booitsie" r",epereinto the band by asking him if
1\ewanted to become a "some-body", a band-playe:i::~like
ll~$ brother, Jacob Lepere, who later p~ayed bass for the
fam\}usmusical, King 1<on.9:.70Jacob taught his brother

I'.

how to play the double-bass, and Stephen Lepe-.e became
" 'I

one of the founding members of the Sharpetown Swingsters,
and later its leader ..Lti.~perehad developed an interest in
music after witnessing Fred Astaire tap-dancing in a
movie screened in the Top Location community hall. He
began tap-dancing with friends on a large piece of I:'ock
in the Location, calling himself "Fred Astaire" and his
girl-friend, "Ella Fitzgerald".7'
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Ishmael Molefe (tenor··sax) and David Masuko (drums),

formed the Sharpe'town Swingsters in January 1953. 'Ihey

formed during the greatest era of African Jazz in this

country. It. was the era in whicl} such famous artists as
Kippie Moeketsi, Ellison Themba (of the African

Swingsters), Ntemi Piliso (of the Alexandra All-Star Band

and today the African Jazz Pioneers}, Zacks Nkosi (of
City Jazz Nine), Grey Mbau {of the Harlem Swingsters),

and later, Hugh Masekela, Dollar Ere ..::i, Jonas Gwangwa,

Caiphus Semenya, Letta Mbulu, and Miriam ?-1akeba, emer:ged.

In SharpeV'ille, along with the Sharpetown Swingsters:

there were bands such as the Cooltown Swingsters, the

California Swingsters and the L Y sw*;ngsters .. Of them,

l~ig. xiii The S:bareetown Swingsters 0..1955
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The Sharpetown Swingsters drew the largest following
among all sections of the local population. Most of the
elderly residents I interviewed recall having hired the
Sharpe town Swingsters to perfm:iJ at a function - usually
a wedding. Indeed, it was SharpeV'illefs relatively large
middle-class who could afford to hige the band for
functions such as weddings which he.lr,s;dsecure its
continued survival. But i.norder to ensuz.. maximum
exposure the band performed at as many func\ .Lons as

possible and would generally negotiiu. fee based on

what the po'cential hirer could afford. 72

Resident Sam Ntje who, at least until 1986, ran the Jazz
House sheheen, became interested in music through
listening to the music of the Sharpet.\, ',>wingsters.73

The music of this band, whJch resid~nts in all parts of
the co~unity enjoyed, transcended the barriers between
neighbourhoods~ Elderly residents recall fondly memories
of boxing and jazz during the 19508:

••~I can tell you one thing, Sharpeville is a funny
town. In Laxing we are alright, in jazz we are also
alright .....I would sa74that many people in
Sharpeville like jazz.

One such resident, James Lengane, wus so taken by the
Swingsters that he pursued the hand as a kind of
Ilgroupie". Being a boxer, he acted as an impromptu
"bouncer" wh.:m the r.J ~ed arose:

••• I followed them [Shal:'petown Swingsters) for the
sake of entertainment.. Sometimes I would go and help
them as a secarity for them and for p9op,~ who would
have come to the ha" i ;.:::'t';;::n to th~.m.
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The Sharpetown Swingsters were proficient enough to
attract the interest of talent scouts from the recording
studios in Johannesbu~g. Two years after they were
formed, in 1955, Rupert Bopape, the talent scout for EMI,
"spotted" the Sharpetown Swingsters and offered them a
five-year contract to record under the Columbia label,
which the Swingsters signed. In all they recorded some
twenty two songs between 1955 and 1960, "Amajali" and
"Iza Levay'f (YE 229), recorded in 1959, being the most
popular. 76

The Sharpetown Swingsters did not or, more accurately,
could not rely on recordings to ensure their success and
continued existence. E'er their first recording "v Blues",
which acc~rding to band members made them famous and sold
many units, the band received the sum total of eleven
pounds. The composer, Stephen Lepere, received five
pounds without further royalty payments.71 ~athert it
was th1:ough live performances, especiaill" local ones,
that the band was able to survive. Live performances were
known .as "t",~o-bandstage" and ran along tha lines of a
competition between two bands~ The band which received
the most enthusiastic response *'won" the competition,
although it di.d r.oc receive any additional p:d?!e above an
initial appearance SUM. Instead, the victorious band
gained more popularity, as Malefe Moshoeshoe explains:
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It was not a matter of prizes, it was only a matter
of pleasing the community, people who atten ied the
show. it had nothing to do with how much you
received, it was only you became more popular.78

It was here that music tended to lend itself to
indications of community, or unity, which were counter to
the patterns of area rivalry in the townshi~. Indeed,
while boxing had the effect cf restating and reinforcing
inherent rivalries between the different areas, music
seems to have ovezw ime these somewhat. One explanation
for this is that, in general, music is inherently a less
competitive "sport" and thus lends itself less to a
statement of rivalry. It was also because musicians

'i ;'iperformed for money and so would ~ire themselves out to
anyone in Sharpeville who could afford them. But perhaps
the most important reason was that the Sharpetown
swill;gstersplayed competitions against bands from other
townships and not aga.inst bands within the township,
beca'aae local promoters preferred to invite outside
bands , especially those from Johannesburg, to attract
larger audiences. It is in this context that Molefe
Moshoeshoe'a statement about pleasing the community
becomes comprehensible: bands were pa~d by the promoter
of the show, and the amount was agreed on beforehand.
Accordingly, there was a direct relationship between the
po9ularity of a band and the sum a promoter would have to
pay them to perform. When the Swingsters first began to
pe~f('''rInthey were only able to demand a sum of Hfifteen
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bob" or fifteen shillings. By 1955 ...as their popularity
increased, they were paie seven pounds, ten pence. More
famous bands such as the City Jazz Nine and the African
Swingsters received much more, as Joseph Molefe recalls:
III remember when we were playing for about seven pounds
and ten shillings, they used to play for ten pounds, or
fifteen pounds.u79

For the Sharpetown Swingsters, their success was defined
in terms of their performance against the famous bands
from Johannesburg Competitions were fierce as the band
sought to draw the support of their local community
behind them. According to Metsing "Ike" Nteeo, a TV3
pr$senter and resident of Sharpeville, the competitions
offset the acquiescent natura of music:

In those days, musi!'~was a competition ..If they said
a "two-band stage" it meant that you had to play
from 8:pm to 12pm as Sharpe town Swingsters and the
other band had to play from 1am to .tam ....The
people would actually decide which band played
better than which. Now, amongst the opposition
peo,ple, as you would call them, people like Ellison
ThE~, Zacks Nkosi, Ntemi Piliso, those were the
peclple who were on the OPPOSition side because in
those days it was set $t "two-band stage". You know,
it J s like Wits [Universi ty of th\SWi t-watersrar:ld]and
RAiJ [Rand Afr.-ikaanse Universitei.t]. If you pla.y
rugby today, RAU, never mind your b:::othez·isothere,
he's your opponent because of affiliat±onsZB

However A' while the Sharpe town Swingsters were able to
galvanise local support behind them, it was the bands in
Johannesburg (Sophiatown and Alexandra) who set the
standard and it was left to the Sharpetown Swingsters to
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match or better their skill. If accomp1islunent can be
gauged from the comments of mt.,sic critics at the time,
then it is possible to suggest that the Sharpetown
Swingsters realised and even bettered this stan~~rd.
However, this success did not ensure their survival.
After the 1950s, during a period when the other
contemporary jazz bands began to disappear, the
SharpetoWll Swingste~p' persisted, an outcome which was not
due to their recording contracts, nor to their p'~pularity
outside of Sharpeville,~ For the most part it waf, due to

\ \

"the support they derived from local audiences. As
1\

band-member, Stephen Lepere commented: ;_'What kept us
\\together ••• \our people have been asking us to play

•••"S1 The circumstances of this flllt-viva1,obviously
crucial to the subsequent survival ai the Sharpetown
Swingsters, became a blue-print for the. survival of
future bands to emerge in the township. For subsequent
music groups, it also created a tension between
accomplishment - defined in terms o~ that achieved
outside of Sharpeville - and survival - _hich was only
possible through local community suppprt.

Coneluai.oD.

In SUM, the influence of American consumer culture
extended to most areas of snarpeville ~altural life
during the 1950s. It was particularly evident in dress
styles, epitomised by the "Americans", who ensured that
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the clothes they wore were all imported. Just as area

rivalry affected youth gang culture as well as the sports
of hoxing and football, so it was apparent in clothing

£!";.yles"as evidenced by the informal dress ;::,om:r"'~titions
between "Americans" froUt different areas. Class was
another division examined i.n this chapter, which was aLso
visible in the types of clothing people wore. Musical
performance, however, had the effect of overcoming both
class as well as area d~visions, The fact that the

Sharpetowt'lSwingsters drew 10e,al Sharpeville 8ud:tences
beh.ind them against bands from without j:he township
during the "two-band stage" competiti6nb('wa,~(,t:~efirst

","j -,' J.,i_' .' ( i

manifestation of an unpreCedented!~'~t~iteof ,;~;'''H;y(bet';feen
, {the differ9nt rival areas, which followe4t the tragic

1/
events in the to.mship 1n March 1950.

/\ f)
.1,.\ \ !

• v

(i
i,1
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'1'tJ'R1!.:rHGPOINT: 'mE SHARP£VJ:LLE SHOOTING, 1960, AND ITS

U"'!'BRMAW

In the last chapter, the twin manifestation !:Ifboth area
rivalry and some semblance of community were examined. It
was seerl to what extent the rivalry affeci;;)dtne nature
of the "community" of Sharpeville, which up until this
point held a limited ~jxistence. However, toward the end of

change as

the 1950's and the ,i?eginning of 196( l:here was a dramatic
,;>,r

if

area r:Evalry subslded; Sharpeville begarr to
}i
,~femerge as a united co~unity. This is l~rgely

attributable to the tragic shooting at Sharpeville in
March ..1'960, and the factors which prov9ked .i,ts

'_, ('., .
! ,. ./

ocourrence. The shooting transfo~ed th$ township into
the kind of community Suttles would refer to a6 a
"defended neighbourhood".1 Indeed, apa:rtc·:t:rom the drastic
and tragic effects of the shooting. 3itarpet.'ille
resid(;mts, having recovered from the effects ~f the Top

Location l:elocation, were to :roe-experience thr' "h::-eatof
removal. The result, as the chapter demonstrates, was a

communi ty united in its response t(l the shooting, but
UnSUll'E! of :i.tsfuture, as a result of the gq~.;rnmeut's

intention to move it, alo&q with all tne black
"settlemE:'1ts in the Vaal Triangle, to Sebokeng, some f~n

kilomet.res to the west of Sharpeville ..
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~cion d.JlC conuol: political actiyity during the 19508

During the 19505, It was almost inconceivable to the
Vert{';cligingIJ.lownCouncil, or to anyone else for that
matter, that an event of the magnitude of the Sharpeville
shooting was just around the corner. Both Lodge and
Chaskalson have r( .').rkedhow it is particnlarly anomalous
that the shooting should have taken place in this umodelu
township~ and that the 1960 state of Emergency be
declared as a result.2 Sharpeville h~d always been, in
comparis'm to other areas, politically .'..l.lactivf:l,apart
from a smatterin~J of overt protest as well as what might
bte termed "hidden" forms of resistance.

Follo~L.ng the 1937 riot in Top Locatioli, the Vereeniging
Town Council (VTC) maintained tight control ~f
Sharpeville and was quick to pre-empt any potenti&l
politicaJ. unre~t. In 1950, a May Day stayaway o..llllby the
South African Communist Party and the ANC saw the VTC
convene a joint session of both the Top Location .as well
as the Sharpeville Advisory Boards. At the meeting, the
Vereeniging Commissioner of Police warned that a local
adherence to the stayaway call would be met with strong
pol.tee action. 3 t'urther, all meetings in the township
were banned and a message from the Paramount Chief of
Basutoland imploring people to contdnue working was

I /
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broadcast in the days leading up to May 1.4 On May Day
itself, a strong contingent of police patrolled both ~)op
Location and Sharpeville.5 Lodge reports that :'l'aL"'phlets
were circulated in both townships urging people to
support the stayatjfayI but the stayaway was unsuC;::;~::isf.),1

in both,,6 A national std.y-at-home cClll by the 1>.NCon
June 26 the same year was also ineffective in Sharpeville
following similar methods of control by the '\TTc.7

Further, when pass laws were extended to women in the
mid-1950s, Lodge observes that "so man:r [women] presented
themselves for registration tha.t the n..umber had to be
controlled daily" u8 chaske Lscn argues that the \"TC was:
u~,. effectively able to insulate the Vereeniging
townships from the political turmol ..l that man.y other
parts of the country experienced ir:'\the e 50s. 119 Indeed,
such was the atmosphere in Sharpeville that local
officials were able to boast of what they considered to
be a general political quiescence in the township.
Shakinovsky nctes that:

••• as late as 1955, the town clerk of Vereeni.ging
proudly asserted thai no •• no organised trouble had
been encountered in Suarpe vative 'rownship sihce its
establishment in May 1943."

It seems, however, that the people in the township were
aware of struggles elsewhere and that their lack of
response did nee reflect polltical apathy. Rather it
indicated the extent of the control exerted by the VTC.
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This is illustrated by the bus boycott in nearby Evaton,
in 1955. Both Lodge and Chaskalson report that the
boycott had little effect on Sharpeville.11 Yet, a
protest song called nEvaton", by a Sharpevil1e mbube
vocal group, the Satchmore Serenaders If ••• became a big
hit because it was political, and was banned by the
government. ,,12 According to its cozpcsez I Clem~nt
"Satchmore" (sic) Nkete, the song criticise(""!the Evaton
Passenger Company for raising bus fares, for the fact
that many people died during the period of tl~eboycott,
and fo~ the fact that many left the township as a
result.13

There were other forms of collective political protest. A
protest meeting held in 1951 was attended by over a
thousand people, to object to proposed stock regulations
to prohibit the keeping of cattle in the township.'.
Although residents offered no direct cpposition to the
introduction of the regulations three months later, they
ignored them until well into the 19608, a clear
expression of passive resistance.15

In general, however, there was a lack of political
activity in the township_ Lodge attributes this "apparent
poll.+.icalapat:ryt~to the relative newness of the
township, official control, as well as the fact that
local industry relied more upon migrants residing in
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Vereeniging than on settled township workers, thus making
trade union activity in the townships themselves
difficult.16 Further, the disruption of the community
links originally formed in ~op Location, coupled with the
strong neighbourhood rivalry affected political activity
to a signi:rlc~nt degree.. Indeed, it was not merely the
youth gangs from the different areas who expressed
antagonism toward each other but, as was seen in the
previous chapter, also boxing and football supporters,
and ev.an the "Americans". The fact that the township was
so disunited made political mobilisation exceedingly
difficult, while any emblance of political activity was
quickly stifled by the VTC's tight administrative and
coercive control. Towards the end of the 19505, however,
a number of fF"i"'torsaltered the situation quite
dramatically, '8hich propelled the to'v'1,r.shiptoward a unity
it had not yet experienced.

The first of these \~as the VTC's response to thE! youth
gan~s in the township. It was shown in Chapter Three that
the VTC's coercive action was effective in curbing the
proliferaticn of these gangs. However, the real problem
for the authorities were the "Russians" .."Russians" or
~a-Rashea wel:'e:

••• a group of wurking men who responded to an
urban, industrial, commodity-producing environment
by organising themselves on the grounds of their
common, rural, tribal background; a group of men ~ho
were identified by their "traditional" dress and
weaponry, and who were named (it is said) after the
Russt,ns - feared victors in the recent uEuropeanQ

,

war.
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'1'11egang originated in 1947 in Twatwa, a township for
Africans in Benoni, and drew its membership from the
ranks of Basotho migrant workers.18 Groups of nRussianslJ

were to be found allover the Reef during the 19405 and
19505, a substantial proportion of whom wexe located in
Vereeniging and Evaton. Bonner notes that, between 1944
and 1947, rival "Russian" fa.~tions there clashed over
If ••• long-stall.di.a.grivalries between different loca!.ities
and seC!tions of the Basotho in Ba.sutoland. ,,19 "Russians"
in Vereeniging were drawn from Vereeni~jng's compounded
workforce, some of whom were accommodated in
Sharpeville 1s single-sex hostels which dat,ed from 1947,
while the remainder were quartered in employers'
compounds in Ver'eeniging ..20

Prior to 1957, "Russians" in Ve1"eeniging preferred to
frequent Evaton because it was not as strictly
a&ainistered as Sharpeville was. But late in 1956 ft ••• a
tightly enforced visitor permit system was introduced in
Evaton and this prompted an exodus of nRussians" to
Sharpeville ......21 It was the increase in the presence
of "Russians" that aroused the concern of the VTC and
prompted a programme to counter it. However, while the
VTC's coercive action was effective in curbing the
activities elf local gangs, it had little influencp- on the
"Russians", who did not fear the municipal pol.ice.
Indeed, a fc)rce of only thirty six unarmed policemen
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The gang originated in 1947 in Twatwa, a township for
Africans in Benoni, and drew its membership from t~e
ranks of Basotho migrant workers.18 Groups of "Russians"
were to be found allover the Reef during the 19405 and
19!1OS, a substantial proportion of whom were located in
Vereeniging and Evaton. Bonner notes that, between 1944
and 1947, rival nRussianJi factions there clashed over
"••• It)ng-standing ri-valries between different localities
and sections of the Basotho in Basutoland.I,19 "aussians"
in Vereeniging were drawn from Vereeniging's compounded
workforce, some of whom were accommodated in
Sharpeville's single-sex hostels which dated from 1947,
while the remainder were quar.tered in employers'
compounds in Vereeniging.20

Prior to 1957, "Russians" in Vereeniging preferred to
frequent Evaton becauGe it was not as strictly
administered as Sharpeville was. But late in 1956 "••• a
tightly enforced visitor permit system was introduced in
Evaton and this prompted an exodus of "Russians" to
Sharpeville •••n21 It was the increase in the presence
of "RusE."ians"that aroused the conc:ern of the VTC and
prompted a programme to counter it ..However, while the
VTC t s coercive actifon was effective in curbing the
activities of local gangs, it had little influence on the
"Russians", who did not fear the municipal police.
Indeed, a force of cmly thirty six unarmed policemen
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posed no significant threat to a Baso~ho gang steeled by
countless township battles, n ••• who could summon
reinforcements from the different compounds on the East
and West R~nd and as far afield as Johannesburg ..1f22

Rather than deal immediate~·- with the ineffectiveness of
the municipal police, the VTC resolved to wait until the
completion of the Sharpeville police station in 1959. In
the meantime; the Council adopted a series of indirect
measures to contain the "Russians".. The first ~/as to
close beer-halls on Sundays (although beer was still
availa;:.;lefrom off-sales depots). 23 In a":lition, influx
control regulations were tightened, a measure which was
also a response to the 1955 amendments to the Urban l~eas
Act. These amendments allowed Basot.ho workers to remain
in an are3. only if they were legally present there on 6
May 1955. Further, those legally working cculd change
jobs in the urban area, but ".... th~Jy forfeited their
urban rights if they left an area for any purposes other
than authorised vacational Leave ,",24 The aim of these
amendments was t.o limit .as far as possible "Russian"
access to urban areas. However, :tnSharpeville, it seems
the only peopf e who were affelcte1iwere illegal relatives
and friends of residents in possession of urban rights,
while the township residents as a whole were left to
contend with an increase in pol.ice raids.25 These raids
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were conducted with scant regard for residents or their

possessions:

The whit.e S.A. Police reinforcements f~~£Heidelberg
would be called. With ~303 rifles they would
surround tne location. Police in vans and on foot
raided the Locat.Lon :';romhouse to house. People hid
under b:ads, in toilets, inside wardrobes, and in
dirty wa~gin9 tubs ...The raids started as early as
1.00 am.

Township officials showed little concern for the effects

of the~;e raids. The Location Superintendent would not

l:':'sten to complaints from residents, refusing to "meet

with ~:.cl~firsor Kafirmeide, If while letters of complaint

sent tc>his office received no reply. 27 The residents

thus s,awthe Ccm.ncil's attitude as according the police

carte ~nch~, and, as Chaskalson notes: tr ••• the increase

in police raids towards the end of the 19508 was the

SOll:r;'CE~ of c("'nsiderable discontent amongtownship

residEmts."28

The f~i.nalremoval of Top Location residents

In Chapter One it was noted that the removal of Top

Locat,ion took place over a period of nearly two decades

and i.nvolved three stages. The first group had movedas

early as 1943, while t.he last group, involvix'lg some 9 000

people, was resettled only il" 1959. Furthermore, while

the jfirst and second stages of the resettlement had been

condncced at a relatively slow pa.ce - at a rate of a few

families a month - the final stagre was conducted
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substantially faster. It ;he pace at which this
grouping was moved, coupled with the manner in which the
removal was carried out, that further incensed the
residents of Sharpeville.

The VTC had intended b;) remove all Top Location residents
witl.?ut interruption. Howe.2r, by April 1951, removals
had ceased and the Council was unable to move the last of
the residents fo~ another seven years because there were
"••• no approved housing schemes into which they might be
transferred. 1129 It was only in 1958 that plans for
Sharpeville Extension 1 were approved and the VTC could
complete the resettlement of Top Location.30

During thel delay, the Council did little to administer
the remain:i:ngTopville residents, and when it was finally
able to remove them, it ~id so at an abrupt and brutal
pace. The final stage of temoval involved no discussion;
it was a truly forced removal. The houses were demolished
row by row and so residents could pred~ct when their turn
would be, but nothing more. Petrus Tom was one such
resident:

There was a truck doing the removals which was paid
for by the Municipality. We had lunch at twelve
o'clock and then found that all our belongings were
no longer there ..They'd already moved them to
SharpE~ville. We'd got a number in Sharpeville but we
didn't know Sharpeville very well ••• [so] we didn't
know 'tI7hereto look for our number. I asked some
peopl~~ who gave me directions. We spent one or two
hours looki~g for our new home. The next day one
still got ~ost because one was not used to the
place. It took us about two weeks to learn how to
get home, where to get off the bus and where to
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board the bus to town. We did not use buses in Top
Location. We used bicycles or simply wa!~ed because
Top Location was next to the factories.

According to another resident:
The Top removals were very painful particularly
towards the end. Initially peoi.)lewere accommodated
comfortably. Then the authorities began to worry
that they couldn't accommodate everyone. The people
in Vuka [see map] were the last people to be mov~d.
It was ver32hl;lrried" Many were moved to two-roomed
houses ......

Chris Jana reca.lls that the houses in Vuka were
constructed at a rapid pace: "They [the VTCl used to
buill about a hundzed houses a day. In one roW',
four-roomed bouses il in the next row, two-roomed houses,
just like that.tl33 A resident who was moved to Vuka
recalls how poorly the houses were constructed:

When we gaL to Sharpeville [in 1959J, we got a big
shock. The houses were a mess ••• The wa.lls inside
were not ~tastered. And the floors were made out of
concrete.

Further, not everybody received hom'. s. In some cases I

"1\
families were forced to share a house: nyou foutld two

\\

families sharing a house, two rooms and two rooms, the
one family using that door, the other using the other
dcor ..n35

The majority of re:sidents moved to Vuka, however,
received stands in the "site and service~' scheme:

••• my family moved to Sharpeville in Anril of 1958.
Where they moved to is now called Site ...md Service
which is next, to the old houses which were present
in Sharpeville which had moved earlier in 1948. And
when people moved there, there were no houses.
People had3~o sta~t from scratch by buildingshacks •••
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Site and Service schemes were developed by the Df!~l?artment
of Native Affairs to provide squatter populations with
cheap mtmicipal housing in tile 305 and 40s. Site and
SE!rvice residents received a stand comprising a temporary
h::":'usingstructure and a toilet; and were provided with
cheap building materials. They had to build a house
wi.thin five years or else forfeit their right to r~main
tnere.37 The rasidents of Topville were not sq~atters.
lrnd, as Chaskalson observes:

while some case could possibly be made for the
removal of squatter communities to site and service
schemes ,.there was very little that could be said in
favour o,fremoving residents from a settled
municipal township like Topville onto stands that
contiaf.nednot~!ng more than a single roomed shack
and a t()ilet"

As a result, the new residents of Sharpeville Extension 1
were angry with the Vereeniging Town Council and
extremely discontented with their new living cond~··~,.d.ons.

But in addition to this, there were delays of up to two
"years in the proviSion of loans for buiJding materials by

the Bantu Housing Office, while the Town Council took
month'3 to process building plans from people who were
prepared to self-finance the building of their houses.
Furthermore, there was only one tap for every thirty
stands, and rentals were twice as much as the rent in Top
Location. There was also severe overcrowding - 270 of the
644 houses in Extension 1 were shared by t.wo families -
simply because insufficient housing was provided for the
final group of people removed from Top Location.39 Not



162

surprisingly, residen.ts in Extension 1 were ext7:emely
dissatisfied and their feelings were commund.catied to the
council in the followi\\g ways:

In May 1959 a group entitling themselves "The New
Arrivals from Topville" wrote a letter to the
Secretary for Native Affairs requesting "that if
there is insufficient houses (sic) to accommodate
the residents of Topvllle, it [be considered] the
responsibility of the Town Council to get them
accommodated elsewhere". The next month over 200
people met to protest about overcrowdin~ and high
rentals, and a deputation '\'las elisted to convey
their complaints to the Cottnt,.;{ 1.

The Council, howe"lel:'I chose ~ ;,gnore th_e complaints,
satis~i~d that it had comp16f:.:eii!.~beremoval of Top
r.ccatucn and could now conc2ritr~te on asserting municipal
control over Sharpeville. Rather than accept these
condi tions I many residents chose to leave the towr.ship
and as many as 5 OQO people left the Vereeni.ging
municipal district for Lesotho, Qwa-Qwa and Evaton.41

For those who remained, however! the general
dissatisfa;;tion w{lich arose as a result of the removal
was to be inflaMed by'thp, influx control police ..:aidsas
well as by a number of price hikes.

:rnfluxcontrol, cost of living hikes, and prgtes;f_

On 23 October 1959, the Sharpeville Police Station was
opened by the Minister of Bantu Administration and
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t .,Developme~t, M C de wet Nel~~~ While this did not
necessarily provoke tte residents in any direct way, it:

..." freed the m'Uni.cipal police from all their
previous responsibilities other than raids. The
municipal police could now ignore criminal
activities in the township and concentrate their
energies on turni~~ residentst houses upside down in
the search for il~9ally brewed beer4~nd people
without the necessary documentation.

The increase In lig:uor raids uE~e.'l1edto go hand in hand
with the constructicn of a!1oth';ll;(.'beerhall in the township
in 1959:

Pec.:~lewere dissatisfied ·",;l.th the bu.ilding 6.: [the
newJ beerhalls as 1.t would .sncourage drinking among
children. The Blackmen, whe were regarded iolS the
toola of the o~ficials and \;!'erenot respected at
all". told the \JommunitY4th'f.'-.::beerhalls would replace
the Hevil home brews".';1 When the beerhalls were
built the women who traditionally brewed the beer.
were harassed ~5 the autborities~ The community was
angry at this.

The VTC had built the beerhalls. both to disrupt the,
acti vities o·f illegaJ. brewers, as well as to provide a
source of income for the Council.46

During 1£l5S",Sharpeville residents were subject to a
number of price hikes. At the beginning of 1959, bus
fares were doubled ..47 But it was high rentals that
caused the most problems for residents:

In November 19~9 1 500 rent notices were served on
Sharpeville households and by January 1960, the
corresponding figure had l:isen to 2 310. Early in
March The star reported that 300 women protesting
about rents had mc;'::,:chedto the Loc~tion
Superintendant IS; ,,~,eice and stoned 1,'iscar. 48
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A resident gives an idea of the rent crisis:
We struggled to pay rent. Many people t7C~relocked
out of their homes because they could u:?;ot pay.
Sometimes as many as 200 houses were locked. The
municipal police moved about in ~~reets with buckets
full of keys to lock people out.

Local officials considered the protest to be a result of
PAC and ANC instigation, although it conceded that
~rouble was brewing in Sharpeville over rentals and saw
it as necessary tv introduco a reduced sliding scale of
rents. 50 Indeed., as we shall see, both the ANC and PA.C
had branches in Sha:::pe'Villeby this time.

The increase in the cost of living was coupled with
increasing unemployment, which was exacerbated by local
employers' preferenc~,for mig~ant workers.51 A newspaper
report after the Sharpeville shooting quoted residents as
stating that trouble would have come to Sharr ville even
if the PAC had not come to the township. ReSldents blamed
influx control and the pass laws, which, they sa.id
prev~nted youths from s~<:king employment elsewhere and
resulted in hundreds of yout.hs roaming the streets of
Sharpeville.52 In early Maroh 1960, residents in nearby
Bophelong and Boipaton~ hele a meeting to discuss what
they considered to be a potentially volatile situation.
The meeting felt that their children were being convexbed
into "jailbi.rds" and cd.min;.ls by the pass laws, and were
further prevented from seeking employment in other

53ar.eas..
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The Pan AfxlC8l!i!l£ CongJ;e~s: grass rc..ots of,gaci$i.n9 oJ::

focus on leadersbi2!

The ANC had established a branch in Vereeniging in the
mi!f\~1950sand had about 200 members.54 Howe.ver, it seeras

that its activiti(:.;:swere restricted to only
u••• collecting membership subscriptions and taking
members to ANC meetings in Sophiatown, Orlando, Evaton
and Pimville."S5 Lodge argues that one of the reasons
why the ANC were unab'Le to expand in Sharpeville:

• •• may have been the controlled e ;iv'ironmentin
which so many workers existed which made theorganisation of trade unions very difficult, thus
depriving the ANC of a normal source of energeticactivists. 56

Butcthese restrictions did not affect the Pan Africanist
Congress (PAC), which was able to utilise the prevailing
conditions and even to penetrate factories. to build a
vast amount of support in the Vaal Trl:xgle. This was
largely focused upon their anti-pass campaign. A resident
r~call&:

We hea:rdabout this PAC. Sobukwe was just beginning
to bE! );'oplllar.Someyoung men around here belonged
to the FAC.~;he PAC was saying we ~ust get rid ofthe passes.:I

Probably th.ePAC also procured rnQre support than the ANC
because of its focus upon the idea of Africanism. They
believed that fl ••• Africanism made art::'culatea deeply
rooted ethno-nationalist popular consciousness.uS8 Their



166

mj,ddle-class intellectualism ftiund a supp :~t base in
Sharpeville and the branch there consisted of young,
relatively well-educated working-class men and women.

The PAC had come to Sharpe""ille about. a year prior to the
shoot.ing..According to the Commission of Inquiry into the
Shooting, the PA~ had established a branqh in Sharpeville
in July, 1959, and by March 1960 it had a m~nbership of
150.59 The PAC branch in Sharpeville revolved around a
group pf clerks who worked at African Cable in
Vereeniging, including the branch secretary, Nyakane

i

Tsalo.60 It began organising black employees by
distributing pamphlets among them during nightshifts.
This angered white employees, although the managing

.-

d.irector is alleged to have dismissed the issue as
"unimportant ','African political affairs .. Initially,
the pass campaign seems to have derived little 811pport,
as Sharpltiville resident, Petrus Tom, recal1s~

In 1959 wben !·was living in Sharpeville we realised
that the PAC was active because flome of our fellow
worke~s were members. They would give us PAC
leaflets and were preparing for the pass campaign of
1960. We didnrt take it very seriou~ly ••• These PAC
members would address us at lunchtimes, in the
buses, and ~~ the townships. They were campaigning
everywhere.

However, the heightened organising soon began to take
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effect, such that a few weeks prior to the shooting, in
Petrus Tom~s wordsr the "campaign became very hot":

It was the strongest·campaign I've ever seen.
Sometimes you saw people stdnding at the bus-stops
asking people to burn their passes, because the idea
was that people should surrender themselves at the
nearest police station on 21 March without their
passes ••• Some people ~tarted small fires at the
bU:i stops and everybody would take out their passes
and burn them. One the weekend before the 21, we had
parties - stokvels - drinking and having campaign
workers there supplying us with those stickers
["Away with P~sses"] and telling us about a meeting
to be held. They told us not to go to work on MOb\Jay
and to surrender at the new police station. They
wanted to know who still had a pass* If you did you
were a sell-out~ You couldn't go and drink at any
stokvels with a pass or without a sticker showing
you Were sUPpo~~ing the campaign.. This thing was
very va::::yhot. ..

Lodge contends that the success of the PACis campaig~
relied simply on the unusually te.nse conditions already
existing .hl the tOWllRhip, which were conducive, to ma.ss
action, rather than upon, a good u.nder§tanding of

/y-

community f.)rganisatiol)',.It uhderestimated the power and
coerdive capacity of the state, and simply tapped into a
specific set of conditions which were conJucive to mass
acti.on..64 And indeed, in a remarkably short ~·~ace of
time, Sharpeville had evolved from a di:v:i.ded, politically
quiescent township into a highly discontented, united
commul:\ity,whose grievances were effectively exploited by
the PAC.65
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'the Sh!y:peville Sbooting

The PAC's call r..aceivedan almost negligible response not
only in the Witwatersrand avea , but also in Natal and the
Eastern cape.66 In Sharpeville and the sur-rounding
townships however, the rec.ponse was compl~tely different.
111 Sharpeville itself a massi,ve crowd gathered outside
the police station early on March 21st. Accounts ix-om
various informants give an idea of the atmosphere and
feeling on ~hat day.

Activity JJegan early, with Sllarpeville residents
beginning to torm queues at the bus terminal in Seelso

street from Sam. PAC members arrived and told people not
to go to work:

The next morning I woke up at five o'clock because I
was on day-shift and l1ad to board the six o'clock
bus to worko I found that there were no buses.
People were busy preaching that today ve would not
go to work. A big crowd gathered at the bus stop.
People were making sure no-one would go to work that
I.~ay.Members of the PAC were patrolling the
townships. They didn't want to see taxis or bicycles
or buses ••.. some of the PaC members were even
patrolling town to see that no black man or domestic
worker came to town. They even etopped petrol
attendants ..Vereeniging7was quiet. There was not a
single person in town.

Another resident recalls getting ~aught up in the
proceedings:

The next day r~onday] some people joined the PAC
procession as t.hey went around, and police
sjambokked people who were walking around.
Forttmately they did not reach me, although they got
very close. Then somebody told me that the PAC
wantE~d to get rid of the passes - the hated system,
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'.fhe Sbigpeville Shooting

The PAC's call received an almost negligible response not
only in the Witwatersrand area, but also in Natal and the
Eastern Cape466 In Sharpeville and the surrounding
townships however, the response was completely different.
In Sharpeville itself a massive crowd gathered outside
the police station early on March 21ste Accounts from
various informants give an idea of the atmosphere and
feeling on that day.

Activity began ea:tl~ \with Sharpeville residents
beginning to form q~ues at the bus terminal in Seeiso
street from Sam. PAC members arrived and told people not
to go to work:

The next morning I woke up at five o'clock because I
was 011 day-sh:,ft and had. to board the six o'clock
bus to work. J found that there were no buses.
People were bnsy preaching that today we would not
go to work. A big crowd gathered at the bus stop.
People were making sure no~one would go to work that
day_ Members of the PAC were patrolling the
townships. They didn't want to see taxis or bicycles
Qr buses .~. some of the PAC members were even
patrolling town to see that no black man or domestic
worker came to town. They even stopped petrol
attendants. vereeniging7was quiet. There was not a
single person Ln townQ .

Another resident recalls getting caught up in the
proceedings:

The next day [Monday) some people joined the PAC
procession as they went around, and police
sjambokked people who were walking around.
Fortunately they did not reach me, although they got
very close. Then somebody told me that the PAC
wanted to get rid of the passes - ~he hated system,
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the "dog on a leash" system. That morning I had to
leave home for school. There were crowds of people.
I went with my neighbour to Seeiso Street. We heard
gunshots and found out that they were dispersing
people. The police did not like seeing crowds. !
left my neighbours a~d cycled to school. Seeiso
[street] was full with people and police. Wh~n I got
to school I thought I would be in danger from the
PAC for going into the school gate. Nobody l,'eported
to school that day. When the principal arrived, he
decided not to worry about school. On the way back
we heard that an important official was coming to
talk. The news gHread rapidly. Crowds surged on the
police statj.on.

In adjacent townships similarly lar~ crowds gathered: in
Evaton a crowd of 20 000 strong ga~hered outside the
Evaton police Rtationj crowds from Bophelong and
Boipatong joined and marched to the Vanderbijlpark police
station. 69 In both these cases, the bulk of the crowds

/';

were dispersed: after a baton charge on the crowd at
Vanderbijlpark and the swooping of low-flying Sabre jets
at Evaton.70 At Vanderbijlpark a man waH killed when
police fired on protesters who were allegedly throwing
stones. 71

At Sharpeville, by ten o'clock the PAC procession, which
had began in Extension I, had reachsd the police station
and surrounded it. S",'oopingSabre jets called in by the
police to disperse the crowd had failed to do so.72 On
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the contrary, they seemed to attract more curious
onlookers:

The aeroplanes were flying, tlshweeo", ushweeo". Now
! was still young by that time ••• I remember saying
to one of the policemen, "who is the government of
that army?" I said to him "this government is
wasting a lot of petrol on those aeroplanese" Man,
then they were flying righ'i:next to us, they were
trying to scare us. At first we wer;3very excited
and then we started to get worried. .

Police reinforcements began arriving during the course ot
the morning, some in Saracen armoured cars.
Lieutenant-Colonel Pienaar, the senior officer at the
Vereeniging Police Station, reached Sharpeville in a
police car behind a saracen:

As I turned off the main road [Seeiso street] on the
road to the station, I saw this large crowd there. I
estimated it to be between 20 030 and 25 000. From a
point of about 300 yards from the station, they were
massed together ~•• When I landed inside that yard
that morning, from all I had seen and been told, and
what I had personally eXperienced, I was satisfied
that that mob was ready for anything. The mob was in
a frenziad state and ;4feared an attack on the
police at any moment.

Yet the testimony of those who survived the shooting
indicates that whil~~ they may have been in an excited
state, they were noj; planning violence and nor were they
expecting a violent outibuzat,from thea police. As David
Khunou, a retired teacher and compoaez recalls:

·These cannons ~ere busy entering [the police
station] and t.hey were turning them, facing us •••
We said "lIau, they'll never kill us, man, they are
making j okesll• Now, other polioemen were right on
the roof of t}jlepolice station with guns. tlNo, •••
they're just a~iming at nothing, tho95 guns contain
nothing", but they contained death.
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the contrary, they seemed to attract more curious
onlookers:

The aeroplanes were flying, "shweeo", ushweeo" ..Now
I was still young by that ti.me ••• I remember say.i.ng
to one of the policemen, "who is the government of
th?t army?" I said to him "this government is
wasting a lot of petrol on those aeroplanes." Man,
then they were flying ri9ht next; to us, they were
trying to sc~re us. At first we wer;3very excited
and then we started to get worried.

police reinforcements began arriving during the ~ourse of
the morning, some in Saracen armoured cars.
Lieutenant-Colenel Pienaar, the senior officer at the
Vereeniging Police Station, reached Sharpeville in a
police car behind a saracen:

As ! turned off the main road [Seeiso Street] on the
road to the station, I saw this large crowd there. I
estimated it to be between 20 000 and 25 000. From a
point of about 300 ya.cds from the station, they were~
massed together ••• When I landed inside that yard
that morning, from all I had seen and been told, and
what I had personally experienc~d, I was satisfied
that that mob was ready for anything. The Inob was in
a frenzied state and I feared an attack on the
police at any moment.74

Yet the testimony of those ,,,hosurvi ved the shooting
indicates that while they may have been in an exoited
state, they weJ:e not planning violence and nor were they
expecting a violent outburst from the police. As David
Khunou;, a retired teacher a.nd ccmposer recalls:

Thes~1 cannons were bT~SY entering [the po'lLce
station] and they were turning them, facin~~ us •••
We said uHau, thexill never kill us, man, they are
making jokes"'. l~o'i11,other policemen were r.ight on
the roof of the p1c,licestation with guns. UINo, •••
they're just airni:ngat nothing; tho~5 guns contain
nothing", but the:Y'contained death ..
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Indeed, the perception of-the crowd at the police station
was in complete contrast to that of the police, who saw a
frenzied mob, ready to attack at any ruinute~ By 1~15pm
nearly 300 police officers faoed a crowd of over 5 000.
Lodge describes the events that followed:

••• [A] scuffle broke out at the gate which breached
the wire fence round the police station& A police
officer, accidentally or deliberately, was pushed
over. The attention of the front rows w? focused on
the gate and they surged forward, pushed people
behind them who wanted to see what was happening. At
this stage, according to pollce witnesses, stones
were thrown at them. The more inexperienced
constables began firing their guns spontaneously.
The majority of those killed or wounded were shot in
the back. Altogether 69 people died, including e~ght
women and ten children.. 180 people were wounded.

The shooting caught the demonstrators completely
unawares. Many thought the gun-shots were fire cracker
explosions:

People were running in all directions in the
townships. Some couldn't believe that people had
been shot~ they thought they had heard fire
crackers. Only when they saw the blood and dead
people, d~9 they see that the police meant
business.

Ot.hers were confused by the bodies strewn allover the
area surrounding the police station:

....we heard ••• "Rwaau •• " "Rwaaafl [thundering of
heavy machine guns] ••• I th~n swiftly, together
with my daughter •• a went out with concern* As we
went out we turned our eyes towards the police
station; it is within our sight as YOll stand outside
this house. I was taken aback by a sight of
something that look~d like a patch of fallen sheep
on the ground. On second sc,Htiny I realised it was
a blanket of fallen people.
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This surprise at the action of the police should be

understood against the fact that, up until then, the
police were not in the habit of shooting people. Bonner
notes that during this period:

••• despite the constant harassment of pass, permit
and beer raids carried out by the police, informants
of all political and other persuasions, repeatedly
offer the sume unsolicited re,,~rk: "in those days
the police didn't: shoot youu•

Indeed, the only prior incident of this kind was that at
Bullhoek80, in 1921, an event which would not have been
well known by Sharpeville residents. Joe Mabena recalls
the astonishment felt by the survivors of the shooting:

Man, they mow them down .~~ Hey, after the shooting,
it rains. Just after the shooting, whoe God, it
rains. On exactly that spot, only that spot, it
rains. There was a lot of blood. Without the rain I
don't know what would have happened to the blood.
a~d we are all standing in groups, discussing the
surprise: "why did they shoot us". We were
frightened a We never saw it haPPRr [before], we had
only seen it before in bioscope.

The shooting at Sharpeville along with a similar
occurrence at Langa in Cape Town ushered in an
unprecedented era of repression in South Africa. It also
altered the perception of local authorities of
Sharpeville as a "modeln township.
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stat~ of EIIm..qencyand a state of shock in Sharpe:ville

In the days that followed the shooting, industries in
Vereeniging, particularly the steel indu9Jtry, were
paralysed:

Nobody reported for work the following week.
Loudspeakers were going around in the township
pleading with the workers to go back to work. Many
were waylaid and beacen up on their way to work.
EmploY~2s were afraid to keep these people in their
yards.

Workers from other townships in the Vaal Triangle went on
strike in solidarity and sympathy with Sharpeville
workers. 83 Albert Lutp''llicalled for a nation-wide
stay-at-home on Monday March ~ath,as a day of mourning
for Sharpeville as well as the victims of a similar
massacre at Langa.84 Karis, Carter and Gerhardt report
that "several hundred thousand Africans across the
country observed Luthuli1s stay-at-home call."BS It was
only after the mass funeral for the victims had taken
place, Wednesday March 30th, that workers gradually
trickled back to work.86 On that day, the government
declared a state of emergency:

and assumed broad powers to act against all forms of
alleged subversion including the power to arrest and
detain indefinitely any pg,son suspected of
anti-government activity_

Over 1 500 people (mainly from the PAC and ANC) we~re
arrested. International condemnation of the shooting was
immense. The remaindAr of the year saw a massive outflow
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of foreign capital, as well as an increase in white
emigration. This, coupled with the nation-wide strik~ ,
led to the worst financial crisis s1 ~e 1932.88

The victims of the shooting and their families faced
crises of their (''\'1n.Faroil';""""who had lost breadwinners,
either dead or wounded, s~ruggled to feed themselves. The
cemmund ty at large reeled from the loss of relatives and
friends. The local churches played an important role in
alleviating the plight of the victims and their families
by a&ninistering and distributin~t food parcals sent to
Sharpeville.89

Philip Phatang, who was a member of the Sharpeville
Advisory Board at the time of the sho~ting, recalls that
.the magnitude of the incident b:';oit the VTC completely by
surpris~:

r

."~..it caught them unaware ..I think if they did know
the 'outcome of the ;\whole thing it would have got us
••• what can we do about it; what can we do in this
case? It came just all of a sudden. Nobody was aware
of it.90

Indeed, the VTC were astounded thai:.an event of such
appalling extent should occur in their "L.odel township".
In its first meeting following the shooting, the only
mention of the shooting was in cmnnection with the
donation of two hundred pounds to a relief fund for the
victims.91 By April of 1960, the fund - dubbed the
.r.layorI S relief fund - had :taise1 some nine hundred and
one pounds.92
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of forei~l'1capital, as well as an increase in white
emigration. This, coupled with the nation-wide strikes,
led to the worst financial crisis since 1932.88

The victims of the shooting and their families faced
crises of their own. Families who had lost breadwinners,
either dead or wounded, struggled to feed themselves. 'rhe
community at large reeled from the loss of relatives and
friends. The local churches played an important role in
alleviating the plight of the victims and thei! famil:.!.cs
by administering and distributing food parcels sent to
Sharpeville.89

I who was a member of the Sharpeville
Ad'visory Board at the time of the shooting, recalls that
the magnitude of the j~c~~~nt took the VTC completely by
surprise:

••• it caught them unaware. I thi.nk if they did know
the outcome of the whole thing it would have got us
••• what can we do about; it, what can we do in this
case? It came just all of a sudden. Nobody was aware
of it.90

Indeed, the VTC \:,,·areastounded that: an event of such
appalling extent shoul.doccur in their "model township" 8

In its first meeting following the shooting, the only
mention of the shooting was in connection with the
donation of two hundred pounds to a relief fund for the
victirns.91 By April of 1960, the fund - dubbed 1:he
Mayor's relief fund - had raised some nine hundred and
one pounds ..92
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The response by the VTC was, however, not as favourable
as the cT.eation of a relief fund suggest8. The VTC
Non-European Af:Eairs Committee ruled that victims of the
shooting, includ.ing their dependents, who went into rent
arrears If wouY' not he evicted until their caaes had been
reviewed by the welfare department.93

In July 1960 the VTC finally conceded that wage levels in
the .C1.1:'eawere ahysmally low and both increased wages to
alL its African empl.oyees by 20% and convinced local
i1:ldustrialis:;sto do the sarne.94 Later that year, the
retiring president of the Vereeniging and District
Association of Industries1 T H Hi.rsch, said that the
Sharpeville incident had jolted industrialists out of a
"lethargic attitude towards Non-White labour":

Sharpeville caused every industrialist, and in fact,
all employers, to examine African labour employment
with an urgent view to improving working conditions
for Non-Europeans, and to ensure ~hat Non-European
labour is efficiently employed .... I think,
therefore, it is safe to say that, in this respect~
some good has come out of the evil of Sharpeville. 5

Those injured in the shooting were tried for public
violence at the Vereenigi.ng Regional Court. For the
residents of Sharpeville it was a trial of tho innocent
made worse by the fact that many had been arrested while
recovering i.nhospital.96 Petrm~ Tom describes the
trial::

There was a case against all those people who were
at Baragwanath. The.ir case ~l7asheld in Vereeniging.
Many of us decided to go to court on that day. The
security at court was stri(.':t.We wo'~e not allowed to
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give the people food or money. We had to talk to
them from a distance. They were being kept at
Modderbee prison. Many of us cried when we saw the
wounded and crippled coming to C01j~~. But the .
prisone:t:s,they were just singing·.

The perceived i~~orality of the tri31 of the injured was
a factor in creating solidarity in the township. Indeed,
by now Sharpeville was in the process of evolving into
into fl strong community. MarLY residents claim that after
the shooting there was no more rivalry and no more area
g&.ngs:

[prior to the shooting] you had gangs at Phelendaba,
Putswastene and Rooistene, but after the Shooting
there was nothing like that, people came n~~ to be
one familyo There was no more gan9sterism.

Sam Ntje, who had been a member of "Bafana ba Kioko",
confirms this: "Gangs started dying out in 1960. There
were no more ringleaders, no really organised gangs ....99

Further, the media focus on the township. following the
shooting altered the community'1s perception of itself as
simply another small urban to~~ship in the country.
Sharpeville, for better or for worse, had become special.

~e SilenC!d Sixties

The decade after the ::>ha't'pevilleShooting was a pexLod of
heighte:led state repression as 'Kell as the
intensifi~atioll of racial segregation as the state sought
t~ curtail popular protest and limit the possibility of
it recurring. A::cording to Bloch, this period is
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generally regarded as one of political silence: "the
1360s are often concei.ved of simply as a time of silence
and defeat, almost without a history.;nl00 Laws, such as
the 1962 Sabotage Act and the 1967 Terrorism Actf
introduced repressive measures such as house arrest, and
inc:reased detention ~!~riods..Between 1960 and 1965, over
13 000 people were detained, and around three hundred
banned. By the end of 1964, 1 700 political prisoners
were serving senbences ,101

Along with intensified repre~sion, the zoverr£ment begal~
aggressively to implement its aRa~th~id policies. The
Promoticn of Ban.tu Self-Government Act olf 19$9,
recognised eight African "natdona), units:" and defined the
powers of local territorial, regional and tribal
authori ties, t.he aim of which was to prelpar.ethem for
self government ..Africans residing withj,n s,'white"South
Africa became the subject of removal ancl relocation.
During this period, some 400 000 city dwellers were
resettled along with over a million lab(.)Urtenants and
farm squatterse102 "Coloured" and Indiem people did not
escape this process. During the 1960s, the Group Areas
Act was extended to include them as welJL, and by 1970,
oven 62 000 families had been reseti:led,.103 Afr,icans in
the uzban areas responded with conrus ton and fear to the
heightened repression and the ini:ensifil:::ationof
apartheid, and political resistance and economic strikes
decreased markedly.
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The 19608 also experienced an economic boom, some of the
benefits of which trickled down to the black working
class.104 From a cul'l:uralperspective the boom coupled
with the repressive climate sparked off a degree of
hedonism among urban Africans because: "with so much
instability, a resort to both conspicuous consumption and
entertainment was not, and Is not, incomprehensible ..u105

The Sharpeville shooting and the subsGquent police
repression were to affect pol.i,ticalorganisation in
Sharpeville for the next two decades. After the shooting,
support for the PAC was still particularly strong in Vaal
Triangle where, during the anti-pass campaign, it had
received the most support. The PAC leadership in
Sharpeville - detained, arrested and harassed - fled the
country; "....most of the leaders [of the PAC] ware
arrest.~~d•~. From there they skipped the country. Most of
them r'. .Lpped the country to Lesotho. ,,106 Those who
remained had to contend with heavy police surveillance
and frequent raids from the local security branch~ and
PAC members in the Vaal Triangle were forced to
concentrate their activities in Evaton.'07 For the
majority of Sharpeville residents, however, the );lAChad
all but disappeared: UAfter the PAC went underground,
there were supposed to be st1.'Ucturesset up to suppol....
and continue the movement in the township, but nothing
was set up.,,108
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The combination of police surveillance in the township
and the effect of the state of Emergency were sufficient
to discourage people from political protest:

There were some people who Were going to the
graveyard to clean the graves, but after the
Sharpeville Shooting, the state of EmergTB~Y was
very, very strong against the community.

Indeed, following the shooting, Sharpeville was to all
intents and purposes politically inactive. In 1962, for
example, while Sharpe'V'ille Day was being commemorated
world-wide, Sharpeville itself remained quiet.110 But
apart from political harassment, ,the residents of

-,__,f

Sharpeville were to face the threat of removal as well.

The threat of removal: the construction of Sebokeng

Following the shooting, the Vereenl..;ringTown Council
decided that Sharpeville was too close to the Vereeniging
centre"l business district and wanted it moved further
away.111 In response, the Department of Bantu Affairs
resolved to establish a single black township for the
Vaal 'l~riangle,comprising the magisterial districts of
Vereeniging and vanderbijlpark.112 Sebokeng - 15
kilometres from both Vereeniging and Vanderbijlpark - was
to become the oentral black residential area of the Vaal
Triangle, and the other townships close by t'1e1)'eto be
removed to sebokeng.113
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First to be moved, in March 1966, were the residents of
Meyerton and the hostel-dwellers residing in industrial
compounds in the Vaal.114 The removal was part of the
Department of Bantu Admini.stration's plan to clear
existing slums, particularly those 1n Evaton, and also to
relieve overcrowding in the existing townships.
Sharpeville - last on the list because, having no slums,
its remo~,al was not considered to be urgent - was to be
moved gr~dually, as people required houses.115

The construction of Sebokeng, however, saw the cessation
of VTC projects in Sharpeville. A circular from the

,J!

Department of Bantu Administration, in 1965, informed the
VTC that only existing projects in Sharpeville should be

completed and that planned future developments should be
scrapped.116 As a result, a housing scheme il~Site and
Service No.1 (Vukazenzele), undertaken in 1964, was
brought to a halt, while planned project~, a creche a.t
Vukazenzele, a social centre and the introduction of
waterborne sewerage, w~e all cancelled.117 The

"
moratorium on future developments in Sharpeville put the
VTC in an awkward position. Although the Council wished
that Sharpeville be removed~ it recognised that while the
township was in existenCE! it would have to be adequately
administered. This was made clear by the medical health
offi.cer of Vereeniging, Dr Bernstei.n, who recommended
that; water borne sewer ..~ge be introduced in Sharpeville
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and expressed concern over \:.heshortage of housing,
warning of the possible spreading of diseases such a~

tuberculosis as a consequence.118 Bernstein~s re~uest
was, however, refused by the Department of Bantu
Administration, despite having the full support of the
V'l~C.119

Indeed, the halting of these projects came at a time when
the development of adequate infrastructure in Sharpeville
was still badly needed. Earlier, in 1963, a resident
complained of "some: sickening maladies" in the township:

In 1960 we weIFe promised that all houses would get
electricity and meters. All lavatories would be
converted intol a sewerage system and all the main
streets would be tarred and lit. On rainy days the
streets of Shl!l.rpevilleare pools of mud, and at
~~~~:e~;:1:o~~s:~~~~i:~~1~;ar!~?1~8ngerous dongas.

Sebokeng, .in the ot,her hand, was equipped with a piped
water system even before the first residents had arrived,
while water-based $Ianit.ationfollowed soon after.
Furthermore, the al,loca'l:::ionof houses fo~erly owned by

r
whites in Residens~;a to Sebokeng, resulted in a
"tremendous" demanoi for the houses ..121 The Secretary of
the Sebokeng Manag~~en~ Board, J C Knoetzee, told a

'i
:1

newspaper reporter ithat Residensia was being re-planned
to establish a mod~~l town, to be occ.upied by VI..... mostly
well-to-do Africansl of the middle class.1I122 In contrast
to the two and foux~ roomed bouses in Sharpeville with no
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piped water and outside, bucket-system toilets, the
houses constructed in Sebokeng had either four or five
rooms and they included a bathroom and a toilet.123

The construction of Sebokeng threatened th~ newly
developing unity in Sharpeville. The threat of removal
evoked differing reactions: Some fought to remain in
Sharpeville:

When I married in 1967, Sebokeng was alread~ there.
My wife wanted us to go there, but I was ag*inst theidea because since my mother was hUre, my fatherwasn't a very healthy man ",fter the shooting, and I
had to run the family, to give some support to my
father, so I disagreed to go there ••• I had to
bribe one of tha block men. Bribery was the 0Vllthing that could keep you in the township •••

But for others, especially those on housing waiting
lists, Sebokeng represented an end to the waiting.125
And generally, many of the young people in Sharpeville
were initially quite willing to move to Sebokeng. For
them, the construction of Sebokenq meant nq~ only a
house, but also an opportunity to establish a degree of
indepi~ridencefrom overconcerned parents.

Parents and elderl~ people, having survived the
Sharpeville shooting, lived in fear of experiencing
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another and preached political restraint to their
offspring:

People moved out from here rSharpeville] only
because they wanted to be far away from the elderly
people, because whatever they were doing, their
parents used to tell them, "don't do this. If you go
too far you wj_ll be arrested .." You sl!e,warning them
every now and then. That's why tDgy decided to goaway and make their own living. ~

The full extent of the shock of the shooting for these
overly concerned parents is illuminated in this quote
from an activist who was born only a few years before the
1960 tragedy. Here he describes the effect it had upon
his parents:

.....the incident of 1960, my mother told me a J/lot
about the issues that happened, and even my father
told me a lot about that ..'"..It was a way of_c:o
intimidating or instilling fear a~ng the people so
as to stop them frOtflresisting oppression that they
find themselves in ••• I would say that the main
issue that resulted from 1960 was fear. This came
about. :8 a resu1t that many of the le;aders, as we
hear from our parents, of the 1960 pElriod, had to
flee, some Were arrested and others were banned, and
so on..So those who remained behind were captured
with fear and some turbulent silence ••• Many a time
when you ask a parent on, say for instance, a
question of raising rents and so on, they will tell
you "my child, we went ..throu("l'ha difficult time of
bullets in 1960, now it is d~fficult to start doing
something about the situation now. This government
is too strong and there is no way you could fight
them; you are jus~2;alking from inexperience as youare still young ..11

The fear of another tragedy like that of 1960 was now
coupled with the fear of another disruption ..It
effectively stifl~d political activity in the townshili
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for the ensuing two decades. 7.ndeed, while in the
previous decade, political activity had been effectively
controlled by the VTC, now it was silenced by fear •

.£2!lclusion

The problems which were exper.ienced in the township in
the months and years preceding the Sharpeville shooting
W£i;Teeffect.;tvely exploited by the PAC, and the respons~

to the organisation's anti-pass campaign was
comparatively strong in Sharpeville. The shooting erased
Sharpeville's official status as a model township and
ushe:t:ec\in the nation's first state of Emergenc.."!'.This

was followed by a decision by the state to create a
single black township for all of 'the Vaal '1'riangle:,~,\;1fhich
threatened Sharpeville's existence. Yet, as will be Seen
in the\pext Chapter, these events~s6~ed to unite the
community so that the rivalry of the previous dec~de was
all but forgotten. In the sphere of culture this u~;'ty

"was expressed in the same activities through which strong
rivalry bad been expressed only a she t. while before.
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£.IIAPHR SIX

. )THIS IS THE MODER'R AGE~': THE 'INFLUENCE OF SOWETO ~.ND

(!()fg(JNIft OHm: LlPE Di SBARP~~, 1960 - 1985

As has been demonstrated, the 1960s were years of

heightened repression dnd uncertainty for the residents

ot Sharpeville, 'to1hichcreated the condi'tions for a

stronger sense of unity in the township, and co\~nt:ered

tF,\eintense area rivalry which had existed during the

previous two decades. In this chapter we cons;.der another

factor which contributed to the growing sense of unity -

a pel.'ception by thei/residents of Sharpeville that their

cultural activitiesl were somehowinferior to chose of

Soweto. Their perce~'tion had its basis in the fact that
/

urban African inhabltants distinguished between urban and

rural dwellars, viellring the latter in a disparagi.ng

light; and that Sharpeville found itself on the wrongend

of the urban/rural divide. The result was a growing sense

of solidarity between the different areas in boxing;

amongst the ifAmericannu,as well as, in the 1970s, in the

nature of football support. By t.he late 70s, the focus of

riy~alry had moved. "Sharpeville" cameto be viewed by its

inhabitants as something muchmore closely reoembliqg a

11COllt. "llity" than bad been the case in previous years.

This chapter also considers howsevernl culturaJ

ac:t"vities mc,vedaway from the parochialism they had

previously demonstrated. Gangsub-culture,. for example,
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no longer embodied local cultuxal trends and meanings as
it had done in the previous decade when, in its style of
~onfrontation, it emulated boxing, It now came to
represent the violent activities and cxLme associated
with gangsterism in general. In football there was a mcve
from amateurism to professionalism, and the chapter
examines the role of the football patrons who facilitated
this. Finally the chapter shows how the tranoition to
professit)(~lism saw Sharpeville briefly recoup the type
of success it had achieved in the sphere of boxing. until
professionalism altered the traditional relationship of
the supporter to football. This, thett, worked against the
emerging sense 0;': :faommunity" as local supporters in
Sharpeville began to support successful teams from
outside the township.

Sowetoand ~ity: unity in Sh¥Eeville

Johannesb~\rg' s tOWl'$hJ.pshad for decades been looked upon
by other urban Af+icans as the centre of cultural and
sporting aotivity. As is well-known, Sophiatown, because
of its location in Joha~ne~burg, South Africa's
industrial and financial capital, had l'pen at the h":cl.rt

I' ,

of Af+ican cultural activity during the 1940s.1 But even
during the 50s, after Sophiatown'$ des~ruction and
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removalt Africans in East London saw Johanne:!sburg as the
centre of entertainment:

Generally, Johannesbu:rg is looked upon as the ideal
in the field of entertainment, with East London as
something of a backwater. One person was of the
opinion that "East fJondon 11gS beh.ind b¥ a hundred
"ears" Ln comr.ar-Lson 'ItlithJohannesburg" ..., -

:r~aLter., £02;' many Africans, Soweto too came to acquire a

kind of magicaJ 7 big-,:dty mystique in spite of the fact

I:hat, followi,ng the destruction of Sophiatown, and the
conatxuct.Lon of Soweto, conditions in tcwnsl"ips were such

as to " .... discourage Africads from identifying with thEI

urban areas, fr.om calling the city their home ...3 Lack c)f

amenities, labour camp atmosphere, rows of identical twC)

and four-roomed houses, all ~;:haracterised Sopth African

townships in the 19606 and 19'70s. But as with the marab:'k

culture oi the 1920s, res;l.dents of these townships
cre(lted their own disf:.inctive forms of community life. l~s

Coplan notes:
••• authentic community life has taken shape in

Soweto and some other urban townships over the past
two decades. Social institutions like the stokfel
and shebeens still fl()urish, despite municipal
beer-lo~nges and liquc),t· stores that have operated
since 1f6'2 ••• Class 1.S expressed in life-style,
particularly in modes (if recreation and
entertainment, and the celebration of family events
sllch as.wedd~ngs and funerals, as well as material
pOSSeS61.0ns.

Soweto's big-city mystique is captured by a comment from
Sharpeville resident, Ike Bikisha, who, in 1966, told
!Qm! reporter" Alf Gwebu, that Soweto is like "••• a
Ch:lcago d,nd a Hollywood rolled into one. ;.5
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These trends were evident in Sharpeville. ~t'heshebeens of
the 1950s continued to operate, although their names
a1tered to reflect the chang:i.ngtimes.. Maduna' s, for
example, was now known as (livonia", after the white
residential area in the north of Johannesb;i1rg 'Vlhere, in
mid-1963" a number of African National Cont;Jr.essleaders,
including Nelson Mandela" were arrested ..Other shebeens,
such as 8IFeel at Home" and "Black Stoep" might well have
sought to offer people a sense of belonging in the wake
of threats of removal and stringent administrative
control. "Ma-Brickau, located in Seeiso Street,
Putswastene, remained i.:hemost popular,,6 As in the
1950s, the bicycle r~mained thl~ most common form of
transport, although ',:y now tax:Ls were beginning to make
an impression and a "speedy ta:lCi"- usually a Dodge -
carried people from Ma-Bricks to town for a fee of 25c.
These taxis were not the over-loaded mini-buses of modern
times and accepted only one or two, at moet, three
passenger-s, the emphasis being on comfort.'

Desplte the similarity of urban trends between the ';:.wo

townships, Sharpsville residents had a perception - real
or imagined - that they were regarded by
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Johannesburg-dwellers as country bumpkins, devoid of any
talent ..For example, a Sharpeville musician complained
that: "if you come from this side [the Vaal Triangle],
suddenly you don't have any talent, you come from the
farms, though [your] music is great ..u8

This was clearly illustrated in the sphere of boxing. In
earlier times, 'the sport had been firmly divided along
area lines, as we have seen ..But with the success of
Sharpsville boxers came the desire net only to win
national titles, but specifically to defeat the Soweto
boxers, to put Sha.rpeville on the map. Carlton
Monnakgotl " who won the African middleweight title in
1967, provides an idea elf this sentiment:

With us here in Sha,rpeville we did not think about
making money ••• The late sexton MabDna said that we
must, )'11 beat the S01geto boxers. We are a small
township, but we must show them that we have some
world-beaters. The };'!t(:~opleoutside did not know
Sharpeville. People only know Sharpeville after the
1960 shooting but even then they would ask, where is
Sharpeville? Is it in Soweto? So we wanted to show
the outBide that Snarpeville can produce great
boxexs ,

This perceived "inferi.ority" was fed by the fact that
cultural l,ife among urban Africans on the reef during the
1950s demanded a u.,. more sophisticated international
and urban status,U so that lithe distinction between rural
and urban became ~nore pronounoed ......,0 A0:3a result t

II••• anything rl:'.ralwas boo close for comfort and viewed
in a disparaging light (country bumpkins were known as
moeg'oes) ...."., Whi le Sharpeville was not quite in the
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rural areas - Vereeniging was a long established
industrial complex - the lack of a "TJ" number plate, one
of the visible urban/country divisions, was enough to
make Sharpeville residents feel on the wrong side.12 But
although Sharpeville boxers' successes put the township
on the map. their defeats turned it back into the tiny
location a little too far from the social centre of the
pwv. In 1962" at a time when Sharp:?v:l.lleboxers were not
performing as successfully as in previous years, a fight
between two Soweto boxers scheduled for Sharpeville drew
this response:

The interest in the Jerry Moloi-Phillip Sibeko
lightweight non-title fight ••• has led to many
anxious boxing followers referring to it as "£_he big
fight in a small ~". This is becanse the fight is
taking place at the Sharpeville Communal Hall,
Vereeniging ••• DesEite ~ di~t~~, many f.ans ure
pr.epared to ::.:ravelto see an on-Ehe=spot; al~air
between the:::etwo boxers .... [my emphaad.sl

The desire to preserve positive media attention affected
Sharpeville boxing supporters as well. Thsy willed that
their boxers win at all cost and became known as a
viciously partisan group, ready to strike at both
opponents and officials should their local hero lose
"unfairly" 0 In 1962, during a fight against Sowetan
challenger, Ezekiel Shale, John Mthimkulu was close to
losing the fight - and his flywej.ght title - after a
severe cut developed above one of.his eyes. The mood of
the crowd, however, dictated otherwise:

....those who were at the Sharpeville Communal Hall
in Vereeniging the night Ezekiel Shole inflicted a
nasty gash above one of John Mthimkulu's eyes, will
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remember the pandemonium which followed Dr Rex
Tatane's attempt to examine the wound and the
pending stoppage of the fight as a result of that
wound. The completely partisan Sharpeville crowd
showed them that they would not tolerate Mthimkulu
being sent to bed because of a cut! Dr Tatane beat a
hasty retreyi and the fight continued. That was a
near thing!

The "superiority" of Soweto was also felt by the
uAmericans", who became less concerned with how they were
being perceived by the different areas in Sharpeville,
and more with how they appeared to their big city
counterparts. These competitions beg::inafter Americans
from Soweto visited Maduna's Place, following a jazz show
featuring the Sharpetown Swing-sters:

Immediately after the show we [the Sharpeville
"Americans"] decided to pay a v'isit at Maduna's
place and we met people from So,weto there. They were
amazed to see people from Sharpeville wearing
"American" because they thought that they were the
only "Americans" by that time.15

Thereafter, the two groupings began t:aking turns to host
lfhat became clothing style competitions:

When the people of Sowe'to decided to pay us a visit,
we would come together and tell each other that the
~ople; from Soweto are coming, so each and everyone
of you will have to dress well, and we are going to
meet at such and such a place, more especj.ally
Maduna's place, because he was the only guy who
could play jazz. They used to bring along thei~
L.P.s. It wals competition, clothing and jazz.,16

Whether the focus on Soweto was due only to the fact that
it was the cultural centre of all of South Afri~a, and..
thus the obvious ri.val, or whether it reflected a
broadenin~ of the theme of rivalry to that of a
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Sharpeville united in its opposition against Soweto
specifically, is difficult to ascertain~ Certainly,
Sharpeville boxers and fans, dressers, and musicians,
were clear about who their rival was. But the view of
their counterparts in Soweto is le~s obvious, except for
their general disregard for those living in the
country/rural areas.

The move away from patterns of area rivalry was also
influenced by a lessening of parochialism as the township
became more involved in general, nation-wide trends~ This
was illustrated in the changes in the nature of gang
activity in the township - althou9ih a lessening in the
intensity of area rivalry «id not necessarily lead to
solidarity between the different gangs~

Area i£ltV8.lry and the gang sub-culture in Sha:rJ?!ville

Area rivalry continued to E\xist in the 19605 and 70s,
although it was not as pronounced as 1t had been in the
1950s. In these later decades it came to be expressed
mainly in the activities at the Sharpeville stadium,
wldch was erected in 1962, and the swimming pool,
constructed in 1965. Because of their location, both clf

these "belonged" to Vuka. In the stadium, the prime seats
in the gallery were "reserved" for Vuka gangstern, who
would "come with knobki~rries and sharpened umbre~,las,"
to enforce their domination.'7 Like the township, the



193

swimming pool was divided into areas - "number 0",
"number 5", "number 6", I!number 9". The most popular
area, "number ~", enoompassing the deep end of the pool,
was Vuka domain, while the shallow end, "number On, was
available for the other areas. For the people of these
areas, venturing into nnumber 9" was highly risky,
because "when you got in there it's going to be terrible,
they're going t.odrown you.n18

In the main, hOWeVGl:, youth gang acti.vity was not quite
as intense as it had been in the previous decade. In
Chapters Three and :!~iveit was seen how the activities of
the youth gangs were severely curtailed by the coercive
action of the VTC and, following the 1960 shootings, some
residents recalled t;hat, as the township united in coping
with its catastrophi.c effects, much of the gangsterism
disappeared. The only gang to "disappear" completely was
the "Russiansu; meml>i~rsreturned to places like Evaton to
escape the strong po.l.Lce presence in Sharpeville after
the shooting. Many of the youth gangs survived. The
Berlins, for example, persisted until the early 1970s.
But their activiti-a§ :petered out in the wake of the VTC1 s
firm action against them and the lessening of the
intensity of area rivalry. They eventually disbanded once
members had married ami started raising families.19

Indeed, the gangsterism epit.omised by the "face-to-face'
fist-fighting described in Chapter Three, ceased
entirely. In its place c~me the weapon-wielding gangs So
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common in the townships today_ These gangs did not fight
each other as often as their predecessors had done.
Instead they focused on attacking and robbing residents:

It was no longer the enjoyable gangs, it was the
robbery gangs, their work was dangerous. Usually
they were standing j.~othe shebeen streets because
people emerge drunk ..

Weapons - knives, axes, ]~ierries as well as firearms -
became common and violell'tassaults Lnczeaaed, The
well-known gangsters who emerged in the 19605 - sllch as
Paulos Mofolong, known aa uSenamolele", and
Mahash - were oft·en on police wanted lists and all served
jail terms for offences ranging from assault to murder.
During this period, the!most notori('JUsgang was known as
"Prima" and operated in Vergenoeg, while the most

iinfcu:nousincUvidual was :,uMichaelthe Ha.mmer" who was
jailed for murder in the, 1970s. "Michael the Hammer"
opex'ated with a hammer aI\~da dog:

I

He would ahouc tlIiikgielemo hatse 1" ["fall down 1"J •
He was wlllking with his dog. If you try to run away,
he sets his dog on ybu.. YI.)U haven' t got any chance
to run a\',~aywith tha,t dog ..Then he hits you with the
h~mmer and takes you~' money.21

Iaeflecting the times, gang£~terism became less parochial
and more associated with bl~oader black pI'ison culture ..
Whereas members of the previous generation of gangs
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tended only to be jailed overnight, this new breed of
gangs, by turning to violence and crime, exposed
themselves to longer prison terms.22 Durio' an interview
with Sharpeville gangster, Mahash, whose name evidently
means "The Horsen, certainly reflecting his physical
size, he recounted a life of gangsterism revolving around
a prison culture which stretched nation-wide. In the
mid-1960s, whilst in prison awaiting trial for assault,
l-Iahashjoined a gang called the flBig Five":

•• M at the waiting-trial I met a couple of people!
ata~bed ••• then they beat me .up so badly .0. There
was a guy called "Ticks" ..Then he advised me to join.
the Big ~'ive.23

Gang members had Swastikas tattooed on their forearms.
Members' allegiance was expected never to wanG:

When you have this Swastika, you are signing that
ycur brothe:r.-is your brother. You never turn against
him. If a "Uig Five" member is fighting there I'm
not suppos~~ to ask questions, just get involved in
the fight. i

The sign3.ficant f,:eatureof the ga.ng, however, was that
becoming a m~nber was only possible during a term in
prison: "When you want to wear German [the Swastika], you
have teljoin German inside [prison] .,,25 Further,
promot:i.onto higher rank within the gang was also, and
indeed, still is, dependent upon being behind bars:

I have a big position in this German gang. The last
positic:m I have to ascend ,to is to become a
"profe~lsorn. 'How I cannot become a "professor" ou~
here. 1: have to go j ail to become a "professor". ~
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According to Mahash, the Big Five was (and still is) to
be found in prisons throughout the country: "Ther.e is no
jail without Big Five members. You can go to any jail and
find the Big Five there."21 Rival gangs, both within and
without gaol, were the "26's" and the "28Is". These two
gangs, along with the Big Five, were (and evident 1::'still
,re) characteristic of prisons country-wide:

If we catch a "28", we beat him up to death because
we call them "worms" and if you simp:':,!le01.vea worm,
it will move around and s: will come back and it
will kill, so you have ~ i beat them to death because
of that. They [the "28"s} have been stabbing us in
jail and we've been killing them. That's why I don't
want to go to Durban~ Durban is a "28" District. I
don It want to go to Cape Town. cape Town is a 1128"
district. Port Elizabeth is a "28" District; I can't
go there. You see, our district ~H definitely places
like Bloemfontein apd K~mberley.

But, while the prison sub-culture extended to all parts
of the country, both within and without the confines of
gaol, it only affected those who had served time, and the
prison gangs were not well known to ordinary residents in
Sharpeville. Thus, while Mahash held a high-ranking
position in the Big Five, his status as a gangster was
restricted to Sharpeville:

Let's say I leave Sharpeville and go to Soweto. I've
got to make myself popular in Soweto and [even]
after knowing me, they're [those in Soweto] still
going to ask around who is this gUYt where is he
eoming from? To make myself known I h~ve to be
"rude" [Violent] again ..So it's better in
Sharpeville because people know me, they know that
that guy, if you mix ar~und with him, he'll assault
you ~nd he'll kill you. 9
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From the 1960s, then, the gang subculture in Sharpeville
was organised more in te~~s of the broader prison culture
than according to area rivalry. Despite the national
links, Sharpeville gangsters - as the example of Mahash
indicates - determined and maintained their notoriety on
their home turf. within Sharpeville, while area l~ivalry
did not disappear altogether I as is evidenced by t':.he
actions of the youths both at the stadium and at the
s~imming pool, it was certainly not as pervasive as it
had been during the previous decade.

Along with overall influences, each subculture - gangs,
the different sports, music, and style - was enacted
according to its inner dyn""ltlics.In the 1960s and 1970s,
Sharpeville's gang sub-culture may have been less
parochial but it rema:tned .:1.3 it had been previously:
firmly disunited between areas. This was .thacauseit was
by nature confrontational. The football subculture
reflected a s'.imilartrend away from parochialism although
the process ,'tooklonger to complete. In Chapter Thre~\it
was shown how football teams grew out of township st~eets
and areas. The transition to professional football in
Sharpeville: brought with it two developments ..The first
was a greater unity and a lesseningf though not
disappearance, of area rivalry; the second related to the
system of patron mana.gers.
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Ifhe transition to professional football

critcher has argued that the :Ll.1tr:oductionof professional
football, wid.e television coverage, sponsorship control
and player, mobility has changed the traditional
relationship of 'the su.pporter to football. The chai.,. has

ti!ikenthree main form~:
firstly, a disinclination to continu."s following t~:,;j
lc~al team regardless of its at::hievement; secondly
an..lrelatedly, a preference for armchair viewing of
weekly televised excerpts; thirdly~ a symboli'
redefinition of t~~e role of the supporter tnt .tagh
the activiti2:~OOf \fiti.~~.isedaggression a.dopted by
younger fans. ..

il,(

Couzens has noted that, in South Africa, the advent of
television in the mid-1970s saw large companies (liquor,
food a~d soft dl~inks) providing sponsorships in their
effor~s to expand markets and advertise their products.31

<;

According to Couzens, this development has affected
football considerably:

,

The entry of nbigu capitali.sm has c~ng~d the w!" ''Ie
nature of the g~~e. As football becomes ~ore and
more lucrative, "smallu pT.C'fessional1sm is
displaced. Clubs have begun to lose their local
affiliations (Pirates nowadays have a nation-wide
following) and players are3IJoving from club to club
with increasing frequency. ~

The late 1950s saw the introduction of professional
football to black teams. In 1959, black players and
sp.ectators alik~ wsre calling for professional football
~o be introduced following tr.s decision of the whi e.e
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i'ootball Association of South Africa (PASA) to create its
own professional! league, the Natio~al Football Leaglla:

.....some of Transvaal's whi~c.- ",tis have taken an
exciting decision to pla.y IS ~~i~ional league which
they hope will ~ttract Cl1-st.~i""l'.,_ ..S ... ~ and bring them
a big new followir.,g ~.~oo Why shouliln't WE start our
own professional inter-racial E'ootbal1 League? _,oooo
We've asked these questions the past few weeks, a:1d,
from clubmen and sports officia~s, the answer every
time has been "Yes, let's try"."',J

That year, 1959, the South African Soccer Federation
(SA.SF), which represented one of the first attempts to

\'1

unify a sport across the three racially divided ,
p.qroJ1lunities,black, Indian and "colo'.U'edtf!! formed a
professional wing.! the S .A..Soccer !federation
Professional League (SASF-PL).34 The large SO'\'fetoclubs,
Orlando Pirates and Mor~ka Swallows, were both merubers cf
this league when it started ..Threatened by sponsornhlp
rivalry, many whites were anx:t.~i.:I..s to destroy,or weak',en
it. 'lihey used pressure to, deny the SASF-PL use of
municipal fields and facilities~ ~s the SASF-PI,.",.,eakened,,

through the help of the municipalities, the rival of
l

SAFA', the South African 'Bantu Football Association - a
body more inclined to follow the instruct~ons of FASA -
was revived and out of it the N~tional Professional
Football League (NPSL) was formed. The two leagues
opera~ed in opposition to each other until the SASF-pn:
finally ~ollapsed completely in 1969.~5
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In 1962, a. splinter of the Transvaal Fast XI Football

Club of Shal.'pev!lle, Corrugated Fast XI, applIed tf') join

the second division of the SAS1:"'-PL.36 Joe M3.bena, \~ho

played for the team, explained why they decided to turn

professiona.l:

... It we wex'e so very succ~':';SSflll, winning I winning,
wirt'r'hlg all 'the time, cur side heze , going to [the]
Free state, going to such places, everywhere in
Johannesburg we were winning. Alt.hough it wa.s a
small amount we were still wiunin~ money, and then
we decided we want to have a shOl,re.. We want to have
somemoney to be paid [to us] .. T!len the president
[of the r~lub] said, "no'", Mr Nyembe say, "no you
can't get paid., you are nClt pt'ofes~ionals. It We said,
"we are df.)irlg' [\finning] a lot of money, we want to
have sow:ething.n Then we decided t.obreak Away and
form Corcugated l'!'ast XI.. ,:ud then we chcoae Dr
~o!okhesjas our prt.~sident. 'I

And, according to Mabeua, i t wa~~ his idea to call the (
team Corrugat,/JldPast XI:

• •• Wben I was still in JOhalln~sbur.9' I I used t\') like
MorokaSwallows, and Moroka Swallows they used to
have a second division s:l.deby the name of
Corrugated XI ......I liked the :lClUtB Corrugated, then
I say we are Corru9ated Fast XI~~

"Corrugated" remained in the league until 1969 and Were
only modf~rately suco~ssful, never winning pr..::trnotion to

the first divisiop...But it was out of'Corrugated that

Sharpeville t s original fulJ.y professional. football team

emer~~ed, ~.heVa,'"1 Professionals I who brought Sharpevil.~e

its first ~eal success in the football world. The Vaal
Professionals were formed during the late 19608 out of a

desire. among ~harpeville foutball players, a.1ministrator,.c
\ .

and supporters\alike, to produce a side capable of
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matching the "big five" teams from SO\'ieto,Kaiser Chiefs,
Orlando Pirates, Moroka Swallows and Moroka Big ~l. As
George Thabe explain.s:

When we [SABFA] fOl:medthe NPSL, Vereeniging had a
status [in SABFA] and had to provide a team in the
first division. There were strong teams, for
example, Moroka Swallows. The weaker areas haddistrict sides, for example, Benoni united and
Katlehong United. Here [in Sharpeville] we were
looking for a club to play first division.
Corrugated were coming back to the Association[Southern Transvaal Bantu Football Assocj.at:l.on]
beoause they had failed to make the grade in the
SASF. The first Vereeniging side in the NPSL had
been a pick side - Vereeniging United or Sharpeville
United - with different players every weekend ..But.there was frjction with l~cal clubs to provide the
best players, so the Vaal Professiona~.s 1.t1asformed
out of'Co:r:rugated,and would then be a completely
separ:a~:ep:rof~ssional club. Various clubs
surrenQ,eredthei1~ players. O£ficials~ from variousclubs were seconQ~d to run the club"J9

The IIf'rictlontlbetween local olubs was a result of
nedghbor;,rhoodrivalry. But, the deaire to match the
Soweto teams offset this. Dr Mokhesi, the patron and
sponsor of Corrugated, wa~ asked to dQ the same for the
Vaal ProfessionalE, while Molotsi Molefe, a brother of
Sharpetown Sw:t..ngsters'trombonist, Joseph Molefei and a
football playe:t:for the Dang~rous Lions in the early
1960s, was one of the officials seconded to ru.nthe Vaal
Prcfess:i.o.Ls .. Molefe set about organising, first the
officials to run the club and, ne~t, tha players:

1 spoke to Dr Mokhesi who allowed me to pick a few
fellows. I picked about ten fellows belonging to
different clubs ••• Those were pseudo-directors and
that's how it got started. For instance! belonged
to a team called Dangerous Lions. One belonged to
[Transvaal 1 Jumpers. One belonged to Basutoland
stars, and so on and so forth~oThat sort of made the"cream" of Sharp~""ille olubs.
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Apart frolnSha::t'peville,players were also required from
the surrounding townships. Johannes Modise, for example,
was from the Evaton Old Dutch Boys. Further, such was the
desire among the clubs to produce a side capable of
challenging the Soweto teams, that they gave over their
players freely, waiving any transfer fees. The community
as a whole accepted the side immediately:

The Vaal Professionals was a new creation, a special
creation. There was universal suppo-rt from the whole
township because it did not come from a certain
area. It commanded support beifUSEt it was consideredto be stt'ongly the Vaal team.

Indeed, residents were strongly in favclur of a

Sharpeville team capable of defeating t:hl~So:0'lA:tosides.
Sharpeville resident, Sam Ntjer informed me that the
community supported the idea of getting the best players
from thE:!Vaal to make a "great team" and to nbeat the
Soweto sides". 42 Bc-,c it did not entirely offset
neIghbourhood riva.lry. With the formation of 'CheVaal
Professionals, there resulted in two allegiances, as

M~lotsi Molefe explains:
w •• when it [t.heVaal p:r(ofessionalaJ was la'Q.ncl1,edI

that is when we had tw.)allegiances ~ allt.'9iancetoone's amateur club vn~ belonged tOj like me,
Dangerous Lions~ and i:altegiance to] VaalProf~,:'.3ionals.4"

The process of profess-ionalising so(:,':cerin a township
like Sharpeville had several important effects. One was
the emergence of football patrons, or patron-managers, to
be dealt with further on. Another was the style of
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support offered by football fans. On the one hand, this
was to transcend narrow area rivalries, and to express a
sense of solidarity in the face of competition from other
- mostly Sow6t.o-based - professional sides. On the other I

it was to witness a marked increase in the extent of
football hooliganism.

The plan fOl.. defeating Soweto sides worked from its
inception and the Vaal Professionals were an immediate
success. This neT;ISpr'.r>er report, in December, 1S70,
provides some evidence:

Allover the country [football] fans will be treated
to good football today..Top-drawe:t'stuff wilJ.be
seen at the Orlando Stadium when [Morokal Big XV try
to break giant-killing Vaal Professiona.ls •It.
Professionals have an unbelievable record. They beat
Witbank Black Aces and everybody said it was a home
decision. They went on to topple PUBS [Pr,etoria
Buccaneers] and everybody started lOOki1l9",iU1donlylast.saturday they stopped Kaiser Chiefs.'

Along with success, the Vaal Professionals brought a
sense of respect: "We [the Vaal Pt'Qfessionals] were
respected. Clubs like Kaizer Chiefs, all the big sides,
did doff their heads at us. We were a respec.ted team.u45

The Vaal Professionals enabled Sharpeville residents to
recapture the sense of pride they had felt at the
successes of Sharpeville boxers in the 1950s and early
1960s. As with boxing, local partisan Gupport from the
Vaal Professionals was often quite overwhelming:

The Orlando Pirates - Vaal Professionals match was
abandoned five minut~s before t.imewhen Bues
[Orlando Pirates] disputed a penalty awarded to
Pro's at Sharpeville Stadium yesterday ••• Pro's
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officials were faced with a torrid time trying to
stop fans f40m assaulting sues players. The players
had to run igr their life while being chased by the
irate fans. .

Fans a~ ~~ sUPP9r~

In 1973, the Vaal Professionals were the topic of a NPSL
inquiry, following the disruption of several games at the
Sharpeville Stadium ..Roger Sishi, general manager of the
NP.SL, was concerned for the safety of referees, linesmen
and visiting teams which, he maintained, were the sole
responsibility of the home team ,and its local
association, but which those in Sharpeville were unable
to guarantee.47 A letter to the press summed up the
feelings of supporters from other townships:

Sir - In regards to the match played at the
Sharpeville stadium on Saturday, May 19, [1973], it
wa~ really a shame for the Vaal supporters to go to
the extent of assaulting the players of Zulu Royals.
My dear brothers, always the better team wins. You
should not have acted the way you did, because
according to the league, your team is gOing to
forfeit the only points shared with Royals~ So, do
think first before you disrupt league matches ••• I
pi ty Vaal to have Sfi.ch rude sJlpporters. Supporters
are there t04give coura9"~' not to win matches for
their teams ..

The efforts of "zude Stlpporters" or, less
euphemistically, "soccer hooligans", have been
extensively examined in Great Britain aha some of this
discussion provides useful comparison. Davies, for
example, suggests that the supporters more likely to
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engage in soccer violence "....were all in rotten jobs,
from X'otten homes ....n and had "no other excitement or
meaning in their lives ..,,49 Rude~, focusing more closely

_ ..;l:iegame itself, argues that football violence is an
example of a "backward looking riot" where supporters
attempt to restore a pr.ior state of affairs,50 while
Taylor believes that the violence is the result of
football supporters becoming more ana more removed from
real or imagined control of the game as trudi ....;ional
relationships with players, managers and supporters are
replaced with professionalism and c9ntracts, and with
national as opposed to regional identitie~. The violent
reaation, then" is an ,:ttempt to re...assert traditional
control. 51 Critc~er argues that ~aylor and others tend
to loea'tEltheir commentaries on football hooliganism
with!, :ith~game itself and ignore the "•• , more general
cultural pi:eli;~uresto which some sections of the working
class art}be~.ng subjected ...52 These pressures must be
examined in order to understand the nature of football
hooliga:vism. Thds, although it maar be t:tue that the
violent supporters all have "rotten jobs and homes",
Critcher insists on a br.oader consideration of the
specific cultural:\pressures at any given time.
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In Sharpeville, local players and supporters were
obsessed with winning. As Molotai Molefe commented: nI
think they [Sharpeville supporters] have been bad losers.
Well it has been like that in boxing ..We didn't want to
10se.,,53 The reason why Sharpeville teams and
individuals were bad losers has already been examined.
Success neutralised their position as an insi~Jnificant
country township and afforded them a status aLonqs....de

their Sowetan counterparts~ Losing, on the otb~~ hand,
relegated them to the obscurity of "moeqoea" ....... Ls

preoccupation with winning detrimentally affected the
Vaal Professionals. Because they were not an established
side like the Trans'\raalJwnpers or the Transvaal Fast XI,

they did not automatically command the grass-rr ~~

following the latter sides had developed over years.
Furthermore, the arena in which the Vaal Professionals
were expected t(\.succeed was one in which the others.\had
not competed and in which success was not expected of
the"D. Support for the Vaal Professionals, them, was
strongly dependent on their success. When that began to
dissipate in the late 19705 and early 1980s so too did
their support-base, as shebeen o',mer and r.es:i,dent,Mohale
Mokopane, commented: "People no longer favour the Vaal
Professionals as m~ch because they are not playing as
well and do not have such good players ..n54 Unlike the
other clubs, 'the Vaal Professionals did .:lotreprest::nta
specific area of Sharpeville, as !oUke Matloane, gel1eral
manager of the NPSL (at the tlme '..':t:·i\,.;..~s.:). suggests:
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••• the Vaal Professionals were never really a club,
they did not end up belonging to anybody, it kind of
hung in the air. An Orlando supporter will remain
one but the Vaal Professionals took only one or two
players from a club. Kaiser Chiefs made it because
they were consistent. Crowds only came to Vaal
professiggals' games if the other team was
popular.

The waning achievements of the Vaal Professionals, which
began in the late 1970s, also reflected broader
developments in football itself. The change from the
amateurism of the 1950s to professionalism was in the
process of completing itselfg

The developments noted by Critcher and Couzens were seen
in Sharpeville. As the success rate of local teams
declined so the younger Vaal residents - those up to
about thirty five years of age - were more likely to
support "national" teams such as Kaiser Chiefs. The older
generation on the other hand, instead of supporting a new
team, have withheld their support for the Vaal
Professionals, complaining about its decline and hpping
its success rate will increase. Mahale Mokopane, owner of
the SANFA Cr.lUB56~~~ in Sharpevi.lle where soccer is
the main topic of conversation, is an example of such a
football fan. He described the current discontent among
older football enthuaiasts who complain that there ht no
longer "any real footballl!, and indicated the lack of
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support by this older generation for the National Soccer
League (NSL) and its disturbance at the ousting of George
Thabe from the top position in SANFA.57

F()r the Vaal Professionals, their lack of success has
affected their financial situation. In order to improve
thEdr success ra·te and match the successful professional
clubs like Kaizer Chiefs, they need to buy better players
and hire more adept coacheso However, as Molotsi Molefe
explains:

••• you need good finance to get good players~ Now
who's interested in financing a second-division
team? •• The better players are attracted to bigger
clubs;. theY've got the finance" ThatJs bas:j.cally
what :happened [to the Vaal Professionals].58

The need for: sufficient finance introduces the second
area of discussion, also an important aspect of the
development of professional football in South Africa,
that is, the role of "patron-managers".

The study of patronage by anthropologists has been
restricted for t.he most part to Mediterranean societies.
Certainly there is little material on patronage in
African societies.59 Gilmore, considering Fuenmayor in
southern Spain, refers to patronage as informal contact
between people of unequal statlls and power. 60 In
general, patrons provide otherwise unobtainable goods and
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services to people whose social ties are limited to the
local community, and receive in r~turn less tangible
benefits such as political 5uppor1.:.Li Causi, in a study
of western Sicily in Italy, observes that patronage
occurs in conditions of economic exploitation and
political domination.61 Given the fact that precisely
these conditions have been characteristic of townships in
South Africa, it is surprising tha't:.few studies of this
impo~tant anthropological phenomenon in South African
townships have been done.62 Those studies of African
urbanisation by anthropologists during the 1950s and
1960s which dd.d observe patronage in African sport,
highlight the prestige, power and control involved, as
well as to intense competition for position, but fail to
analyse these. Wilson and Mafeje, for example, note the
following case of patronage in Langa, Cape Town:

In the [African] football clubs there are also the
wealthy men, no longer players, who are elected to
the unions and boards, and who ~re viewed with some
suspicion by yeung players from the country. Their
power derives from their position as townsmen (not
country cousins), from their wealth - they subscribe
to club funds ._and their offers of transport when
required ••• The rugby clubs also invite as "patron"
[the English word is used] middle-class people such
as ~n.advg~ate living in Langa, or a minister of
rel~gl.on.

In Sharpeville, while the area in which a side emerged
was important in determining its players, the president
or "owner" was crucial for its survival ..This is
illustrated by the example of the owner and manager of
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Transvaal Jumpers, Ngwenya, for it was he who formed the
side, or rather, who provided the financial backing for
the team to play league football.64 He provided the
original Transvaal Jumpers team with their outfits
(mustard and black blocks) and other equipment. His
controlling role as "owner" of the Transvaal Jumpers is
ill~~inated by the fact that it was his move to
Sharpeville, in the late 19fJOs, that effected the team IS

official move from Top Location. Ngwenya maintained
control ()fthe club for as lonq as four decades and its
achievements were all attributed to him:

During all this time, in fact up-to-date, the club
[Transvaal JumplersJ had only one president guiding
and controlling its affairs. It is to this man that
I attribute the wonderful success tha~,'the club
achieved during this per~~ in the history of Black
football - Mr J Ngwenya.

The example of Ngwenya is illustrative of the type of
patron or "big' man" in football which emerged in
Sharpeville and, indeed, in other South African
townships, during the evolution of professional football.
Certainly, financial backi.ng was a crucial link between a
"street team" t the local Itaague, and beyond. Isaac
Magashule, writing for Bona. in 1962, has described the
role of the financial sponsors:

[the sponsorship of clubs has been spearheaded] •••
by the generous and tireless efforts of
Johannesburg's wealthy businessmen well-known in the
African community. These men are
head-above-social-swim elites of the city, and are
commonly called npatron-ma~lagers" in the field of
sport. These tycoons all profess that they came into
the football game as enthusiasts and above all to
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provide for th~ sadly lacking facilities, security
and maturity in6~he set-up of the majority of our
football clubs.

Having provided the funds, the "patro:..l-managers"then
assumed positions of considerable control:

••• by virtue of their financial standing and
readiness to provide generously for maintenance of
their respective teams, patron-managers have
naturally grown to be regarded as bosses of the
clubs, wielding much authority ove~7aJ.most all
departments of the club's makp--up.

The question that must be answered, then, is why the
"patron-managers" parted with their money? Did acquiring
control of the club provide sufficient motivat:l.old
Financial gain can be ruled out as a possible ~eason
because monetary returns - largely in the form of
gate-takings at matches - were most often insufficient to
cover a team's expenditure. Most studies of patronage in
Mediterranean society argue that patrons receive
political sup-pprt for their favours. "Patron-managers" in
South Africa, it seems, secured prestige:

These football tycoons maintain that "sport is the
doorway to international fame and prestige," and
that with the abundant talent in the country which
·;f course needs the proper care of devoted persons,
our football6~il1 surely attain intel:;national
recognition ..

::!:ndeed,while "patron-managers" set out to provide the
funds for "international fame and prestigen, some of that
fame and t.'!"estigewas intended for th<amselves. Fo'r
IIpatron-managersil in Sharpeville, financial spor:.4.:lorship
was certainly a way of enhancing their personal prestige,
1~hich was more often than not displayed in flamboyant
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fashion. By prov~ding financial support, patron-managers
earned the allegiance and support of the players in their
teams, as well as status in the to'~ship where they
became know as "men of meaua"; In many cases" patrons
utilised their prestige for political gain. Before we
examine this, however lit is neceasazy to introduce a
second type of patron.

Apart front the patrons who yrovided financi.al favours,
there was another variety I' who~e power der ....ved not from
mo~etary means, but from their mastery of the rule3 and
regulations of the sporting associations, as well as
their ability to manipulate them ..Wilson and Mafeje have
commented upon this second variety of patron:

$cope for leadership among Africans is very limited
and office in almost any sort of organisation is a
source of socia). prestige. Whereas foc a White man
or woman, there are many alternative opport~nities
of exercising leadership in work, in politit_-~;,in
local government, as well as in church or social
clubs or sport, the opportunities for: an African are
few. To a White man the secretal:yship of a rugby
club may indeed be a burden, not; willingly
undexbaken , but to most African~s office in almost
any organisation car~ies prestige ••• People in
Langa cling tg9Positions as tenaciously as if th3y
were careers.

Kuper reports the following observations of a Durban and
District African F.A. meeting in the 1950s:

At meetings I the commi tte~ pzoceduzes often take on
an independent life and the work of 'the associ.ation
is enmeshed in the most compl~x and obdurate debate
.•• With t!-e passage of time, the minutes become
businesslike, nut there is still much sterile
debate. This arises in part from the desire to
display procedural viruosity and .from a lack of
familiarity with the rules. But tne emphasis on
ritual also shows the importance attached to the
organisational mysteries of the White man ... It
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seems as ,though the symbols of power represented by
the cowmittee procedures of the White man become a
substitute for the exercise of power and that
political ener.gYI denied other expression, is·
projected into the football associa~bon.. Certainly
there is much rivalry for position.

While tending towards being patronising, these quotes
illustrate the common denominator between the two types
of pat.rons: both cC1,~7riedthe reward of prestige. But the
difference was that the first type secured his position
through financial means, the second, t.hrough education.
The key to becomiu9' a ncommitteen-base~ patron was a
r.easonable level of literacy and numezacv in order to
participat~ in, and indeed to manipulate organisational
procedures. In Uh:.J..rpeville,the most dist.inctive example
of this variety of patron is George Thabe.

The "Pale of South Africar football"

George Thabe is the most lmportant figure in the histo!.y
of organised football in the Vaal Triangle, where local
residents refel. to him as the "Pele of South African
football. ,,71 Thabe's career is nothing short of
remarkable. For fifteen years he was the most important
and. influential figure in the organisation and control of
SO~lth African foc":"ball,heading the South AfriC'an
National Football Association (SANFA) and its
professional wing, the National Profossional Soccer
League (NPSL) ..
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Thabe was born in Top Location in 1932, the tenth and
last child of a wood merchant from Kroonst3.d. In 1946 he
moved wi th hi£) family to SharpevU.le, to the area of

Putswastene. ,~ccording to Thabe, his father,;-wh ;:l.! 1'(".::'

particularly Iflell-offI had a clear vision of his sr.n r l~i

future:
He was a very stra.nge man , highly Christic;.c,.,He had
not only a vision [of my future profession] but
gifts. ~~en I was still very young he had decided
what I should be. He pe.ssed awaY7~hen I was sixteen
and I have followed thf.i.tcourse.

Thabs trained as a teacher and taught between 1954 and
1962. In 1950 he was one of a group of fao+;balJ.players
wp'} formed the Young Rangers: ;!tielike.} Rangers of
JohanneflPurg and more than that, Glasgow Rangers [of
Scot}.and].,,73

Apart from playing football. Thab~ was also involved in
jts administration. From 1950, as club secretary, he
represented the Young Rangers at me~tings of the local
f.)otball association, the Southern Transvaal Bantu
Football Association (STBFA). In 1955, Thabe became the
assistant secretary of the ~'C,(BFAand, in 1962, crt

completing his college studies I became i ts se.crf~tary.,He
was elected president of the Transvaal Fot;)tball
Association in 1965 and treasurer of the South African
Natj.onal Football Association (SANFA) :chr~~ years later.
In 1970, he assu',ledthe hig'hest organisational position
in black football wht;n he became prE!sident. of SAN:&'A,

after ousting the previous president of ten years, Joe
Sibiya"
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Thabe's comments provide an interesting backdrop to the
discuss:i.onof "administrative patrons". According to him:

the organisation of black football was very
difficult as there were very few people who had a
good understanding of organisa~~onal principles and
others had to learn from them.

~"urther, it was difficult to iiteach people with to'W'"tlship
backgrounds the principles of running a club.u75

Implicit in this statement is the distinction between
those who coule administer a club - the educated - and
those who could not, thus creating conditions of unequal
status. But, for the educated, maintaining an
administrative position required calculated lobbying and
careful manipulating:

I'

There was alw&ys a lot of jockeying for positions~
It was so difficult to get an association to
understand how an association should be7tun. But
when the president said "go", you went.

When Thabe became the president of SANFA it was he who
held sway and so skilful Was he at maintaining support
for him~3elf that he remained the kingpin of South African
football administration for fifteen years, the longest
reign by any incumbent in black football. Two years
before his downfall, Sekola Sello writing for p~
magazine, said this of Thabe:

They don't come as calculating and skilful as George
Thabe - the Boris Spassky of football. With the
patience and sk.ill of a Grand Master, Thabe bas
eliminated all effective opposition he had ever had ..
Be ;1 real, imagined or incipient, Thabe has crushed
it.
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This reference to the game of chess suggests the degree
of manipulation and control required, as well as the
political skill doing so. Indeed, such was the
polit5.cking in the sporting world, it is not surprising
that community politi..:!si1'1Sharpe'\rille has been dominated
by people who originally made a .name for th£mselves in
the arena of sport. But it also indicates the degree to
which both types of patron were able to utilise their
prestige and, to some extent, their control, to asstune
public office.

,.!atrons and P9!'8r: th~ 'big 1RP.n\1 of Sba:r:peville

In Sharpeville, the tradition by which the most popular
"big names" i" rl.e township stood for election to local
government positions, was apparent front as early as the
late 1950s. Local government in Sharpeville came to be
dominated by well-known figures in the boxing world, such
as David IIHunter" Motsumi, who managed Sexton Mabena

1\during the latter's reign as national Aftican association
bantamweight and featherweight champion, at the time one
of only three black managers in the country to hold a
British Boxing Board of Control licence; and Tom Mabena,
sexton Mabena';'3father ..78 In addition, it included
Philip Phatang, patron-manager of Real Fast XI, who
served on the Sharpeville Advisory Board for nearly
twenty years.
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G~brge Thabe too, followed this pattern. He was the first
chairman of the Vaal Triangle Community Council'19,
elected in 1971. His status and control originated from
his role in football administration and it is not
sur~rising that there was a good deal of overlap between
local government and football. Indeed, Thabe's rival in
the football world, Knox Mat:,,";'lafrom Evaton, was his
chief rival on the COIDftlunity Council. Thabe and Ma tj i la's
rivalry followed upon their involvement in the
administration of soccer where Thabe h~l~ sway. During

.;r

the early 1970s, katjila had been Thabet's right-hand man,
acting to protect and strengthen their respective
positions within the South African National Football
Association (SAMFA):

He [Matjila] was first Thabe1s protege and after
being wall groomed he became his boss's hatchet man
••• r~tjila suspended lltiKon$deemed by the hierarchy
to be a threat to the~.

In the mid-1970s, Mat'jila attempted to wrest tpe .

leaCtllrshipof SAMFA :f:romThabe:
Word went out that Matjila was planning to topple
Thabe. He acted sX+ft and mercilessly. M3.tjflla was
sent to "Siberian where he made8~ome threats of a
comeback which never materialis~d.

Thabe expelled Matjila from SANFA, commenting as follows:
it! brought him into soccer ..Then he grew too hig and
later plotted against me. I had noc'ohoice but to ~et rid
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of him.tl83 Matjila, converselJ, believed he had been
unfairly accused:

Thabe's allegations are not true ..I don.'t think he
can boast a more loyal official than me. He was
influenced by people who did not like me sind fed him
these f.alse stories about being toppled.

In j 981, Tha.be resigned from the Communi.ty Council,
ostensibly because of a .lack of co-operation from the

I

government, although it appears that the real reason was
Matjila' ..opposition. The chairman of the Kat:.lehong
Community Council at the time, Mpiyale Khumalo, commented
as follows:

. 'il

......I must say that;:!Mr Thabe is dishonest because he
set the pace by being the first chairman in the
country. While it sui ted him, he t.ook the chance but
now he feels bitter because he wag defeated twice
[by Matjila] in the election for chaimmanship.8~

Matjila, now chairman of the Council, set about avenging
his defeats in the football world. Only a few weeks after
Thabe t 8 departure, Matj ila proposed renamirig the George
Thabe stadium in Sharpeville, the Sharpsville Stadium:

I am not happy about the naming of this stadi~~.
This should be called the Sharpsville Soccer
stadium. It is the most significant name and it
rings a bell to any per.son when he reads ~!bout it.
You csk anybody from Durban where George ~habe
Stadium is and he !s most likely not able to give
you the answer readily. But as soon as you say
Sharpeville stad:i.um,evena'gomeone iilEngland i3 most
likely to know the place.
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Although couched in the languag,e of regi(..nalloyalty,
Matjilafs move to rename the stadium was clearly
motivated primarily by a wish to strike at the hear~ of
Thabe's ~tatus. Despite wide criticism, particularly from
within soccer circlea87 , Matjila's proposal was accepted
by the Council and the George thabe stu,dium became the
Sharpeville Soccer Stadium until January 1983, when the
newly elected council under the chairmanship of Essau
Mahlatsi reversed the original decision.8S

Today, no long9r involved in community politiqs or' in the
administration .of football, Thabe has lost r.~st of his

i.-:

former status as one of the most il1.fluentt"tlpeople in
\_j

Sharpeville's political life. He r~~tains some influence,
however, within the arena of foot~lll. When the National ,!

Professional Soccer League (NPSL) clashed with the
National Soccer League (NSr...) in 1985, forcing Thabe's
resignation, it had the effect of dividing loyalties
among football patrons, players and suppqrters in
Sharpeville. Developments in the wider arena of South
African soccer - the rise to prominence of the NSL and
the demise of the NPSL - have in Sharpeville manifested
themselves as expressions of loyalty, or opposition, to
Thabe. The Vaal ?rofe~sionals were divided into two after
Dr Mokhesi., the origina,l president and patron, took part

I;'
{/
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of tbe club over to the NSL" Molots! Molefe's statement.
gives an idea of the split:

Well, the doctor [Mokhesi] felt the gra ....d is greener
on the other side of the fence. The doctor left with
the majority ,of his ~guad. The remnants were taken
over by steve Lekomola and a few othe:.:'Vaal players
and they remained in the NPSL. There are those who
keep tj.es with George '!'habeand remain in the NPS!..
for whngever reason. I myself have remained on the
fence ..

These splits have caused considerable djsruptions in
Shq_rpeville football. The NPSL/NSL split has divided
allegiances between officials, players and supporters
alike ..some-~support the NSL, others support the NPSL,
while the rest remain undecided or, like Molotsi Molefe,

"
prefer to make no commitmen.t..As a result, e.nquiries
about recent trends in football were ofte~_ met with blank
responses a", informants refused to comment; on anything

~..--_I
Ii

they considered controversial or to indicate ,support for
one patron in opposition t.oanother.

The role of patrons in Sharpeville, then, W':.tS not
i, \

confined only to the control and administration of clubs
and lea~~ues, but extended to post t.ions of domination in
local goverrudent as well. The extent of this control and
power it generated is illustrated by the example of Thabe

(i

who, while losing much of his political support, still
preserved influence in the local football world. In
general, however, the emergence of patrons parallelE~d the
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transition from amateu~ism t ~~l~y-fledged professional
football in Sharpeville, and acuoed the broader changes
in South African football as a ~hole.

The nature of football in Sharpeville as a sub-culture
has changed considerably si.nce its beginnings in the
19405. Today traditional sup' rt for local teams has for
the most pa.rt been replaced by support for national teams
such as Moroka Swa;'l,lowsand Jomo Cosmos, as access to
these teams is made easier by wider television coverage.
The uraw ingredients" for the production vf successful
teams and players still exist but they await the
financial. resources to develop them. The Vaal
Professi<.mals were relegated to the second di.vision in
1981 and ar,unlikely to regain first division

Ii ',withot..tsubs,~ntial financial support. For the
skilled player~ \~n Sharpev~\lle, the alternativ3 is to try

status
more

out for teams outside of Sharpeville, as Augustine
Makalakalane and Love Monnakgotla have done and who both
new play for Jomo Cosmos.gO Teams still require
financial support to function and so patron-managers
continue to exist, albeit in less flamboyant fashion, as
the attention of the residents is increasingly focused on
the more glamorous national figures such as Kaizer
Motaung of Kaizer Chiefs and Jomo Sono,of Jomo Cosmos.
Children in Sharpeville still grow up playing football Ln

the streets, challenging other street teams. While area
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rivalries have been displaced and distracted by regi!onal
and national trends, it seems that some aspects of the
game remain unchanged.

Conclusion

The shooting in 1960 coupled with the threat of removal
had seen Snarpeville evolve from a series of disunited
area~ into something which residents perceived as more of
a cOllUll:l,mity.In the aphezre of cultural activities, this
unity was enh~noad by a ~~raeption of inferiority in
relation to Sowetans who, in turn, regarded rural and

,)

small-town dwellers as cCiuntry bumpkd.na or Itmoegoes.ft For
Sharpeville's boxers and for the "Americans" these
factors led to a shift away from the patterns of area
rivah,"y in the township 1':0 a focus on, 'dvalling and even
conquering their counterparts in Soweto. This in~llination
toward un:t.ty\fithin the townsh~!;lwas accompanied\by a
lessening of paroohialism, as cultural activities in
Sharpeville increasingly began to reflect natlonal
trends. The two tendencies were not necessarily related,
indicated by the pattern taken by the Shat'peville gang
subculture: while Sharpeville gangs became more entwined
in a national prison culture there were certainly no
indications '::Ifunity between gangs within the'/)township.
In football, the advent of professionalism in the 19608
saw the formation of Sharpeville's most successful team,
the Vaal Profession~ls. Like the boxers in the 1950s1 the



223

Vaal Professionals brought success in football to
Sharpeville which had the effect of uniting rival
football aeeas , But professional footba1.1 was part of a
nationally linked trend which de-emphasised parochialism.
The transition to professionalism also led to the
development of a group of patrons who ware involved in
either tlle financing or the administration of football in
return for access to social prestige and political power.
In the main, their involvement was divjsivej patron
George Thabe's decline in the mid-1980s divided the
football community in Sharpeville between those who
SUPI>orted the NSL and others who remained with the NPSL.

T~e focus on Soweto and the patterns of unity were
indicative of the complex relationship which had
developed between Sharpeville residents and the broader
national culture. They were both emhracing and bel"'-oad,ng
part of the national culture, as well as seeking to
create a sense of "Sharpevilleu within it. In the next
chapter we consider this possibility in an examination of.
the changes in popular music and performance which
exhibited similar trends to those described in this
chapter, but struggled more intensely to maintain their
identity more acutely. This resulted in an interplay
between the need on the part of local music groups for
community suppo~t coupled with a desire to realise
success on a ~ational scale.
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CHAPTUR SWEN

NATIONAL TRENDS AND COMMUNITY SUPPOR'l'~ MUSICAL

PERFORMANCE llf SRARPEVD'.T..B PROM. 1960 '1'0 1985

In this chapter we continu~ examining the complex
relationship which had developed between Sharpeville
residents and the broader national culture which was
introduced in the previous chapter, through a
consideration of musical performance in Sharpeville. It
will be seen how the example ~f ~usical performance
captures the subtleties of thi" '1ationship most
distinctly.

In Chapter Four it was seen how the Sharpe town Swingsters
relied upon the support of the local community to ensure
their survival after 1960 when the popularity of jazz
music in general began to decline. Alse seen was a
tension between accomplishment, which was defined in
terms of succe~5 ~ch:teved outside of Sharpeville; and
survival, which was only p6s.sible via the support of the
community. The music groups which were foZ'med in the
19605 and 19705 in Sharpeville experienced these trends
in much the same way_ This chapter examines the rise (and
in some cases decline) of three Sharpsville bands, each
of which was shaped at var:!...oustlmes by several
interrelated factors: firstly, there were the factors
which influenced their emergence, the styles of music
they played and the image they portrayed. Here the media
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and the state played a prominent role: it will seen how
the 1960s and 19705 witnesse~ significant changes in
styles and patterns of popular music which were
by-and-large influenced by the wider availability of the
radio.

The second influencing element 1i;'a5 a band' a need for
money to purchase instrumentsr a factor which exposed it
to the involvement and possible it,:i-::ploitatlunof I"'''trons..
The chapter demonstrates that nt:!{therprofessionall.,m nor
patronage were restricted to football - both were
apparent in t.he devel'>pment of pOF.>~l,larmusic in
Sharpeville. Indeed, in musical pe:t'formance these
phenomena were even further advanced; they had much
earlier roots - as eviden.ced by ~he desire on the part of
the Sharpetown SWingsters to generate success outside of
Sharpeville during the 1950s, an overall trend which was
part of a preoccupation with national and, ultimately,
international succesz.

This introduces the final influencing factor: a hand's
need for an audience as well as its goal of securing a
recording contract. Indeed, the success of any musician
depends upon the popularity of his or her music
natior.4Ily, or even bett~r, internationally, the key
element being a recordiuS contract which means the
availability of the music on record. Here we consider the
tension between the necessity to rely on local community
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support a~d the desire for success outside of the
community, which reflected a curious interplay between
music groups and their local support base. In some
instances this tension became impossible to resolve,
resulting in the disbanding of the musio group.

~nging styles: music in tW.319605

The 19605 signified the demise of African jazz. Many Qf
the jazz greats of th.e 1950s departed from South Africa:
some, such as Miriam Makeba and the ~·!anhattanBrothers,
left with the famous musical" "King Kong,n in 1960, while
others, like Hugh Masekelc)',Latta Mbulu and Dollar Brand,
followed later ..Those who remCtived were unable to command
the same interest they were able to during the 19505, due
to laws restricting movement, part:i.cularly laws
restricting performance in white group areas, 8 well as
changing listening trends among audiences. Thus in the
19509, jazz musicians had e}~pressed overt political
oPPosition to the implementation of apartheid, as
indicated by the titles of songs such as "Bye Bye
Sophiatowu" by the Sun Valley Sisters, Brown's Cool Six's
"Asibadali" ("We Aren't Paying' [Rent]") (RCA 74042)',
"Evaton" (AFe 400) -~which supported the Evaton
bUS-boycotters in 1955 - by the Satchmore Se:renade:t·s,and
Strike Vilakazi's "Meadowlandsli, popularised by Nancy
Jacobs, a $C"9 protesting against the destruction of
SophiatoW!l. But by the 1960s and 1970s, the majority of
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the musical shows wer(~ those sponsored by recording
companies featuring top recording artists singing
mbagangs, and mgash.:!J~song. 1 The record companies, in an
effort to avoid pol:Ltical and social controversy, turned
their attention to a less political form of music.
Larg~~f illiterate :~~ral perfo:~ers were hired by record
companies, and produced a highly tra.ditional version of
"mbaqanga "..This was a far cry t'rom the mbaganga jazz of
t~·, 1950s and was designed to appeal to the extensive
group of uneducated workers - migrant, domestic and
industrial labourers rather than to the intellectuals and
middle classes for wham jazz had been appealing.2 The
music involved setting xural songs to township rhythms
which were played at a rapid tempo.3

In 1960 Radio Bantu was introduced by the South African
government. Its style of broadcasting embodied the
government's idea of separate development Clad it included
separate stations for each ethnic group, numbering seven
indi'\!'.i.dualblack radio servicee. It wac based on an
inveD~ed ethnicitx which, for urban people at least, had
little meaning. The station played mainly b.oaganga music,
choral and other forms of music I but no ja:c:z;this
incensed jazz fans as this letter to a local newspaper in
1961 illustrates:

Whoever is responsible tor the Radio Bantu
programmes has earned himself unprintable remarks
from the south-western townships' folks who have
rediffusion sets in their homes ••• Most of the
programmes are sheer torture. Scmetime: ago there was
a half-hour jazz programme every Monday. Wh~n it was
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thought that at least some form of consi:'"erationwas
being given to modern jazz lovers, the p~ogramme
went off the air without any notice. This was one of
the very few popular programmes in the network.
Things have got so bad that listeners have had to
stomach Eskimo and Alaskan music .0. Sunday is among
the worst days for a modern listener. It seems the
idea is to convert listeners either to monks or nuns
••• We jazz fans a~e the most starved. I've just
about had my fill of "mbaganga" and choral music
hours on end ..Can't they do something about this?
Let's face it. This is a modern ~orld so let's live
up to it and have modern tastes.

However, "traditional" mbaganga music was t" become the
staple musical diet of many Africans in South Africa.
Jazz dia not die out altogether and there were a number
of jazz festivals in the 1960s, such as the Cold Castle
Jazz Festivals, as well as attempts at its revival bYi
for example, Ray Nkwe·s Jazz Appreciation Society, in the
mid-1960s. The youth in the townships, however, turned
their attention to a new and exciting form music which
emerged in Britain and the USA in the 19505: and which
was to be heard on Lourenco Marques Radio. Inde~d, it was
through listening to LM radio that the IneNbers ot
Sh,arpeville band, the Beavers, first heard the likes Qf

the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, and decided to
emulate them. For Jonas "Brian" Chaka and a few friends,
the i~60s represented a time for a change in the style of
music:

The towIlship jazz that we had at the time. We had
bands like the Sharpetown Swings~ 2'S.,. the LY
Swingsters, those people were really fantastic, and
we felt, okay fine, that field has been covered
already, how abou~ we be creative and come up with
something new •••
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Mbaganga music did not appeal to Cnaka and his
contemporaries, who were listening intently to LM radio:

We used to have this Lourenco Marques music station
that actually started during my primary school •••
and that's when rock type music caught on. In those
times we still had mbaganga, that was the in-thing.6

"Rock "n' Roll" was to become a part of a new township
style which rejected parochialism and which called for a
greater awareness of the world, and it was the radio that
facilitated this.

"Rock 1n' Roll" and LM Radio

The rise of "rock In' roll" entailed the beginning of a
change in the structure of live musical performance;
there was a reduction of the number of the members in a
band, and tr raintroduction and pI:ominence of the electric
guitar. !n the United Kingdomi' Rock In' Roll received
virtually no air-play frolu the state-controlled, British
Broadcasting Corporatioll (BBC), which had an almost
complete monopoly over radio airplay there. It was left
to pirate radio stations, such as Radio Luxemburg,
broadcasting from the European contd.neut;, tl"l play Rock
'n' Roll with airplay - and its success; by the
mid-1960s. prompted the BBe to change its attitude.7

Th*ii official policy of the Broadcasting Corporation in
South Africa was similar. However, South Africans could
listen to Radio Lourenco Marques (LM Radio), whi~h
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broadcast from neighbouring Mozambique.. LM Radio began
broadcasting in Portugu~se in 1932 and the first English
and Afrikaans broadcasts went out in 1935.8 The LM
announcers or disc jockeys were the catalyst for the
station's popularity, as this report in the 1950s
indicates:

Lourenco Marques announcers are popular. Thatls why
L.M. succeeds! David Davies, for example, [has been]
Southern Africa's top disc jockey for over 12 years!
~is "L..M. Hit Paradeu i~ still the most listened to
programme in its field~

Judging from the work of most writers on black South
African musick LM Radio does not merit consideration as a
factor in influencing African popular music. Andersson
wri tes about LM Bacao in the context of 71whi te" music in
South Africa.10 Importantly, she does note that LM Radio
listenership polls only ever considered the white
audience, while listenership polls of Radio 5, which took
over LM Radio following Mozambique's independence in
1976, revbal that white listeners account for only a
third of the total listenership.11 Coplan, in his
extensive examination of the de"lTelopmentof African music
and theatre in South Africa, does not mention LM Radio.12

Neither does Lunn who, in a sect.ion on ra.dio-broadcasting
in this country, states that the'only competition to
Radio Bantu came from the more recently established
independent radio stat~.~ns such as Radio Bop and Capital
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Radio, as well as the radio station of the African
National Congress, Radio Freedom, which broadcasts from
Lllsaka.13 Lunn's omission is particularly glaring given
the writer's observation that while "children in the
1950s emulated their favourite local bands, ch1ldren in
the 1960s witnessed the birth of the four-man pop group
on radior,,14 and further that:

for the majority of young blacks the music of the
1960s was the main element that they adopted of
international currents. Hundreds of young groups
started out attempting to emulate the successfvS pop
groups presented to them on records and radio.

Following my research i'· ,?harpeville, it is clear that LM
Radio had a profound influence on the youth there during
the 1960s and early 1970s. It is true, as Lunn observes,
that young blacks were influenced by the recordings of
international pop groupsa But th~y were introduced to
them through LM Radio. Sharpeville musician, Philip
Mafiki Marakoane, WaS a teenager during the 19605:

I was influenced by the Beatles because of Dave
Davies [LM Radio DJ) That guy, he could just put one
there. "Here comes "Satisfactionn by the Rolling
Stones.lI uHere come the Kinks." I liked them all,
these bands, by the way he talks and I could imagine
myself playing. My parents used to pull my legs
every night because I listened to LM Radio until I
sleep. One day I saw this picture of "Help", then I
saw the Beatles [on the cover]. I 8«id come on,
these guys are so "hippie". To be a musician is
something like a semi··god. People love you, people
surround you, people 'want to grab you.. :r said I want
to be this way, but I thought it was for whites. But
fortunately that guy [Davies] came. I sang every
son~6of the Beatles, the Rolling stones, the Archies
•• (t
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According to Lunn, the trend in the 1960s was toward
internatic,nal pop groups and away from the large jazz
ensembles of the 1950s. Music bands in the townships now
consisted of three guitarists, laad, rhythm and bass, a
drummer anti, in a few caae , an organist. 17 Names adopted
by th~ grottps reflected those international bands they
were emulating, an example being the e~Insectsrr, a name
obviously d,erived from the Beatles.18 In Sharpeville,
groups such as the Beavers, the Beatniks, and the
Hurricanes Emterged. Jonas IfBri3n" Chaka_ a member of the
Beavers, rettalls that LM R.adio riC't. only influenced
musicians, but represented hipness and style:

You know, in fact, that [Radio Banttl] was a lot of
trash that.• It was just one hour. a (lay, no, thirty
minutes, 9.30 to 10.00. For black people it's just
9.30 to 10.00 ..It.was useless. So we jusb listened
to LM radio ••• Wow, the OJ at that time was Dave
D~vie8. Everywhere you go you talk about what you
listen to on LM radio. You would try to get
attention fX'OOlit ..We used to quote LM radiel during
those times. Every hour they used to announce in
Portuguese. So we would quote that, everl_'Whe:reyou
go, even outside, no matter where you arey once you
quote that, people say, hey there's a ~}.ly!It was a
status, to ShOlf who you are ..So we used to qU9~e
everywhere we went, you know, the Portug'uese ..r

This is confirmed by other residents. Bella Matsats.i" who
operates a sheheen which plays the latest an] best jazz
and soul music, recalls growing up listening to LM R.adio,
later to Radio Swazi and Capitol 604.20 Chris Jana also
recalls listening to LM Radio nbecause during that time
there were no stations better than LM Radioo ..21
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The 1960s saw the radiogram or nSpacegramlf gain
prominence. 22 Lunn notes the change from the 1950s:

The children of the 1950s who had gathered around
bicycle shops and imitated their favourite bands on
their home-made instrmaents, were now accustomed to
music offered on radio and on the gramophone, and
were also in a position to buy them. A live band was
not so necessary at a p~~ty or stokfel as a record
or radio would suffice.

In fact, radiograms became a part of this new township
style. Along w.ith displaying records, it became
fashionable to carry a radiogram around as well:

There was this thing called "Gramophonen• I put it
on my head, I put it on my head and walk around.
When I bought a record I just hold it at my side and
keep it there the whole day, the whole day. I made
sure that every weekend I bought a record, even if I
donYt eat.24

LM Radio had an important influence on the music that
Sharpeville bands, the Beavers and the Hllrricanes,
played. It also played an important role in the style of
the township youth during the 1960s. From this it can be
surmised that Africans in other areas were listening to
LM Radio as we!!lland there:f'oreany consideration (.)f
African popullilrmusic or even popular culture during this
period is incomplete without considering the influence of
LM Radio. For Sharpeville residents LM Radio was very
much an aspect of their moving away froIn parochialism, a
part of t.heir "need" to embrace national as well as
international music trends.
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pp}! Elsie in Sharpeville in the 1960s: -'file Beavers·

The story of the Beavers is an excellent example of the
influence of LM Radio and the music it played, as well as
how a band embraced national and international trends. It
also highlights the tension betWi sen a band" s need for
success defined in national terms arid its dependence on

local community auppozt; for its sur'lTival.

Lunn has aJ:gued that:
••• the groups that played pop music [in and around
Johannesburg?] in the late 1960s were mainly
Coloured or'India~~ while those that played soul
music were black. ~

This might have been the case for Johannesburg, or
perhaps Fordsburg, the example she cites ..lIowever, in
Sharpeville in the late 1960s, groups were copying, in
both music and elothes26, the style of the Beatles and
the Rolling stones. It was only in the early 19708 that
soul Music appeared in the township. before then, there
were groups such as the Beavers and the Tulips, and later
the Hurricanes, who imitated the Mersey sound. Chris Jana
recalls:

We had the Beavers and, in the '70s, then there were
the Hurricanes. They we:::>every good, ! lik'ed those
young boys who were singing * •• Why lim saying I
liked these two bands is because these two bands
were playing si~~lar music to the Beatles and the
Rolling stones II '
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The formation of the Beavers also introduces another
aspect of life in Sharpeville from the 1960s. The members
of the Beavers were one of the first gE:l1erations of
children to be exposed to Bantu education. Despite its

inferior quality as well as the fuct that it was another
tier of the state's programme of sepa£ate development,
Bantu education exposed more black children to education.
It is thus not surprising that subsequent upheavaiD and
protests in the black areas had their roots in the
academic environment - as evident i.nthe Soweto revolt of
197628 as well as the role of students in the Vaal
upheavals in 198429• Xn the sphere of cultural
activities, schools also began to playa prominent role.

The Beavers was formed by a group of school friends a,t
Lekoa Shandu High School in SharpeviJ.le. Jonas "Brian"
Chak3., the son of a minister, was born in 1948 in
LadyBrand, OFS, and arrived with his family in Vergenoeg,
Sharpeville, in 1957. He first began listening to LM
Radio whilst at primary school. In 1964, he proceeded to
Lekoa Shandu Secondary School. There he became friendly
with three fellow pupils, Arthur Moabi" Sonny Boy
Modisakeng and Sophonia Mokgoera, all of whom were fond
of LM Radio. Chaka was a good deal younger than the
others:

I was still a "piccanin" then. I was the youngest
member of the Beavers. The others were bigger than
me. There was quite a difference, s~ething like six
to eight years between me and them.
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The four deciLded to form a band and play the music they
were listening to on the radio station:

Those were the times in actual fact when bands that
actually had an influence on us were the Rolling
stones, remember, the Beatles. In fact, the things
we were trying to venture into" trying to bring
something new into here, maybe sort of try to fuse
it with African muaLe .. We thgught that African music
as it was needed to be improved and we thought we
could take a bit of Western and a bit of African,
sort of '1ix it, and come out with a new sound ••• We
were trying to try something new, but also try to
satisfy our people. So it was a bit difficult trying
to strike a balance. We actually chased some people

31away •••

rl·

Fig. xiv The Beavers c.1968. An example of the
influence of British pop-group fashion
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The four decided t ..form a band and play the music they
were listening to on the radio station:

Those were the times in actual fact when ba'::<1L:that
actually had an influence on us were the :t :.ng
Stones ..remember, the Beatles. In fact, the things
we were trying to venture into, trying to bring
something new into here, maybe sort of t::y to fuse
it with African music. We thought tha.t African music
as it was needed to be .improved and we thought we
could take a bit of Western and a bit of African,
S(~t of mix it, and come out with a new sound > •• We
were trying to try somethIng new, but also try to
satisfy our people. So it was a bit difficult trying
to strike a balance. We actually chased some people

31away .....

Ii
//,.

Fig • xiv _The Beavers c. 1968. An example of the
influence of ,British p-?p-groUP fashion
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They chose their name to capitalise on the status
afford~d by outside towns to grou~s coming from
Johannesburg:

•',.most. times we were not recognised as a group
from Sharpeville because whatever exposure we did
get from newspapers, they would say a group from
Johannesburg. Most of the time people us.ed to
confuse U3 wi tJl:,the gro1;l1.t~lleBeaters, because by
the time we stalt"tedat '4" ",aShandu, the .Beaters
started then at O.clando High" you see. That is why
we decided on th'~,Beavers,' 1:' m sure of it, becaiu e
of the Beaters. They called themselves the Beaters,;
so we called oursel'\"esthe B~~vers. Somebooy just
came out; jokingly like that.
{~.,

:?Thisqu..,teoffers another aspect of the perception by the
) 'j

\, - ' 1
'\residents of Sharpeville of the inf.l:}friOrnature of their
cultural activities. In this instaJce the Beavers were

II

aware of the media focus on grou:p¢ from Johannesburg and
chose their name to capitalise on this - Gven if it meant
denying their Sharpeville origin.

Just as f~}otballers required money to pUJ1 '\a:;':~)eq1;Lipment,
</.~~-.::::~\( (.,",' ; ;,

the Beave~s~ like the Sha~petown Swingste~s befor.e them,
;)

had to acquire instruments. While the Sharpe town
Swingsters fO.rmed once all members had pur'chaaed
instruments, the Beavers in fact formed before they had
done so. Further, only one member ,-Moabi ._could
actually play the guitar, having taught himself by
studying guitar-playing manuals.. .~heothers had some
musical experience ft'om participating in the school's
bugle band. Their biggest contribution was simply raw
enthusiasm and an interest in th~ same type of music.
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Later that year - 1964 - Moab!, who was in Standal:d Nine,
left school and obtained work at a construction company
in Pretoria. Now a wage-earner, Moabi was able to provide
the band's first. instrument. He played a pivotal role
during the initial development of the group:

The original Beavers in-:::ludedArthur !t1oabi, who is
late now. He was f:he tallest in the group, very
tall, som~thil'lglike six foot something, and he was
the driving force behind the Beavers because he knew
his guitar ...,.In '.64 while I and the obhez guys
were still &t schoql, Arthur was working, and he
organised the first:;:guitar ..The guy on drums llsed to
play on the table "I". In fact with me I never playedbefore. :Ie [Moabi] knew how to play and taught us.Drums, well I knew now to play from the school band.But in actual fact ',."e were all tallght by that guy
who is late ..33

As Moabi was w!)::'kingin Pretoria, where he remained
during the weer.¥ the band could only practise on

weekends:
He [Moabi] would go to work on Monday morning and
come back on Fridays and then Fr.idays we would go to
the practise ••• We wou~, _~ to town in the morning
[Saturday] and then we would start practice at about
ten 0' clock, and then we would play until about
twelve midnight. Sunday we would get there even
ea:t:'lier,about 8!1 and go right thr.ough until 12,even 1 0 I clock.

The Beavers t drummer, Sophonia Mokgoera, also in Standa:r:d
,

Nine, l~ft school soon after Moabi to also commence
\forking. ~"henhe could afford it, he purchased a set of
dzr=as .. He ·..,asalso able to offer a rnom for the band to
practise in:

The chap who was playing drums, he had a room at the
back of his place. So we used to put our instrwnents
there. We used to call tha.tplace "Liverpool" [in
reference to the home of the UBeatles"1.35
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El:ectrical pover for t.he amplifiers and electric guitars
was provided by ~ twelve-volt car battery.

Like the Sharpetown Swingsters, the Beavers exploited the
support of Sharpev:i'~i1.c' s middle-cla3s by perform~.l1g
locally at weddings and other events:

We s'carted locally. In fact what we did ....we had
p~ople who invited us to weddings and so on •••
People used to come and say there's a wedding and I
would 'dke to make a big gig out of it, and I've got
so m'J.'L"hto spend. Even if it \las I~20, it was a lc:>t
of ~doney then. We would go and playas long as the:L'e
war; tSgnsport to get our instJ:'Uments there and
b~..ck.

Further, aR with the Sharpetown Sw:lngsters, they
participated in "Battle of the Bands" contests, held at
either the Communal Hall in Sharpeville or in one of the
church halls. But these competitions did not involve
quite the same selection cf bands as they had with the
Swingsters" Here they comprislad only the Beavers and
another local group, the aeatniks, and were organised and
judged by musicians from the Transvaal Music Centre, the
only store selling musical instruments in Vereeniging at,
the time. According to Chaka, the Beatniks won all the'
contests and this lias because of their asso{~iati('m with
the Transvaal Music centre:

..". ma,ybe you could say well it I S normal' for
everybody who loses, he's always going to say
because of that and that. But those guys [Beatniks],
they had contacts. One of the guys was working theJ:'e
in Vereeniging at Transvaal Music Centre ••• That
guy, he used to organise the competitions the~e and
would have his friends theret so it was obvious that
every time they would be the winners ••• They would
have judges there, But the criterion you wouldn't



(.J

240

know ....But on tbn other aida we felt that let's
continue playing. All that we need is ju~t to get
the experience, eV~9 if they beat us, the next time
we would be there.

The prize at stake during one of the contests was an
instrument, the type of which was agreed upon prior to
the contest by the two bands: "We would suggest what
prize it is going to be. If it's a drum set. Okay, what
type of drtun set is it? The Beatniks would say, okay, we
go along with it.n38

Most of the members of the Beatniks were in fact
"coloured" I part clf the small group of "cof.ouxed" people
wh.o resided in Sharpeville until 1967 t'lhenthey were
moved to Rus-Ter-Vaal.39 The Beatniks were formed by a

"C:oloured" teaoher" Benj amf,n Bernard, in early 1965, or
at least it. was he who puz'chaeed lnstruments for the
band: 40

During those days there used to be these low quality
guitars [which the Beavers had] and the Beatniks
were rich and they used to have these expansd.ve,
beautiful instruments.41

Bernard is an example of a music patron who, as we have
already seen in the case of football, effected the move
of the Beatniks out of Sharpeville. Tho influence of
music patrons is considel:{;?('1in more detall further on Ln
this chapter.

The Beatniks modelled themselveo on the Beatles and
appear to have been popular among the residents of
Sharp~ville as this newspaper report indicates: "They
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[Beatniks] are popular - like the Beatles of England.
Wherever they play they cause a traffic jam in the
township ..u42 According to Chaka ..however, the Beatniks
kept apart from the other groups in Sharpeville: "••• the
Beatniks existed in isolation to any of the gr\)ups
here ...43 But this was not because they were a "coloured"
band: as has already been seen, the Ifcolouredu people who
resided in Sharpeville were inte~Jrated into thE~

community. 44 Rather it was the :Eact that the Ueatniks
had a patron who1 by providing their Lnatirumentis , kept
them away from the other musicians in the town!::.hip..As
will be seen below, because the majority of lIIut~iciansin
the township had access to few instruments of thei...own,
they tenrled to assist each other in either acqlutriag more
or sharing those that they had. By havtng the best
instruments in the township the Beatniks were the envy of
the Beavers and all other music:ians in Sharpeville. This
envy was translated into rivalry: for if they could
outplay the Beatni.ks and their beautiful instruments it
could only be attributed to skill:

I would say, to put it mildly, they [the Beatniks]
were rivals ....Every time, whenever we had to play
with them, regardless of whether there were other
groups there, our target was to beat the Beatniks.
We were friends otherwise, but when it was a concert
it was a different story.q5

The most sign.ificant difference between the Beavers and
the Beat~'liks,then, wafl the fact that the former had a
pat:l:'onto sponsor them. The Beavers could not afford all
their instruments and as a rOfJ'Eltthey had to wait for a
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number of years before they were able to attempt to
solicit support outside of Sharpeville. Indeed, from 1964

to 1968, they did not venture out of the Vaal Triangle:
In actual fact why it took that long [to venture out
of Sharpeville] is because we were trying to
accumulate some instruments. They were quite
expensivef especially the sound system. When we had
our instrumellt~6we felt we were strong enough to
branch out ••~

Despite the Beavers' initial lack of success, these
contests laid the foundation for the band's future
popularity in Sharpeville. After th~ demise of the
Bea tniks, the Beavers began to perform regular ccncez-t s
at the Sharpeville communal hall on Sat:t\rdayevenings
and, as their popularity increased, at church halls on
Sunday afternoons.

,"","~".1I"V\M'. It .... I;~~'~,~~

'.. "1

I. j tI .11Ii..m~~,,~,
t
t
'!i •

Fig. xv The Beave;rs performing at;__.tlteSharpev:hlli

communal nall c.1968
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number of years before they were able to attempt to
solicit support outside of Sharpeville. Indeed, from 1964
to 1968, they did not venture out of the Vaal Triangle:

In actual fact why it took that long Ito venture out
of Sharpeville] is because we were trying to
accumulate some instruments. They were quite
expensive, especially the sound system. When we had
our instrurnent~ we felt we were strong enough to
branch out "ee 6

Despite the Bea'versf initial lack of success, these
contests laid the foundation for the band's future
popularity in Sharpeville. After the demise of the
Beatniks, the Beavers began to perform regular concerts
at the Sharpeville communal hall on Saturday evenings
and, as their popularity increased, at church halls on
Sunday afternoons.

J •\
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Fig. xv The Beavers performing at tl~ Sharpeville

communal hall c.1968
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In late 1967 the Beavers attempted to secure a recording
contract with one of the recording hou.ses based in
Johannesburg. They sent tapes to talent scout and
composer, Strike Vilakazi.47 Vilakazi was impressed with
what he heard, but as it was not rnb~anga music and
therefore unlikely to be recorded, Vilakazi referred the
Beavers to Gallo talent scout and manager of the famous
mbaganga group, the Mahotella Queens, Sam Alcock, who
proposed to include them as a supporting act to their
shows: "Sam Alcock said okay fine, let's see how you can
shape up outside here. He organised shows, every
Mahotella Queens show we'd be there.48 For the Beavers
this became a strategy to develop support for their
particular brand of music, as Chaka explains:

In actual fact we had gone through a certain cl,a.nge
in the music because, prior to that [during the
1950s], we had people like Lemmy Special Mabaso.
[Now] we had these Mahotella Queens ••• [andl
mbaganga was really the in-thing ••• [So] to try to
put ourselves on the map, we started by organising
shows hand-in-hand with these mbaganga groups
because they were crowd-pullers; so that we should
begin to expose oUJcselves, to get more exposure, and
try to see actua!~y how we shape up with thesembaganga groups.

However " their goal of having their muad,c recorded never
materialised. In retrospect, it is cleelr that their hopes
of recording were completely unfounded.. Indeed, during
the 1960s, the South African recording industry,
dominated by EMI and Gallo, concent.rabed on r.:.:cording
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mbaqanga and mbube music. This was because they were
cheap to record, they - especially mbaganga - drew huge
followings among the lower strata of both urban and rural
African populations, and because they were acceptable to
Radio Bantu, the chief marketing aid of the recording
companies, whose policy - as has already been seen -
dictated ethnic purity.50 Indeed, in terms of
broadcasted music, songs containing political references,
no matter how obscureu were strictly censored. Further,
songs containing any form of "township slang" were
disallowed: Andersson notes that a Zulu song was rejected
for containing the wo:cd, "jawlern" 51 In order to ensure
profitability, record companies have tended to follow
similar censorship policies, while black groups have had
to produce acceptable lyrics. Ladysmith Black Mambazo, a
highly popular mbube group, have restricted their lyrics
to the themes of religion and love, and acknowledge
writing songs with the radio in mind.52 This also
affected the members of the Sharpeville band, the!
Hurricanes: "we [the Hurricanes] did nothing political.
We were afraid that it would affect our record sales.uS3

Jonas "Brian" Chaka of the Beavers, echoes the problems
musicians faced during this period:

During those times I thE~!e recording guys I from the
recording studios, used to frustrate anybody. It
doesn't matter even if you are coming out with
something that is Afri<=an music, but if you had
anything that had Engl:Lsh words in there, they
wouldn I t want to know <my-thing about it ..Even if it
was mbaganqa music ••• your lyrics will be in one of
our African languages. On the radio, when they
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started T.V., they did not want to hear any English
words. So that was oUS4handicap, it was really a
weight mounted on us.

Thle Beavers, realising that their attempts at securing an
enczee I into the recording studios were proving futile,
b,;l,rnedto their local axea to develop their support-base,
linking with a mbaganqa group from Sasolburg called the
Space Quee.ns, whose look and music was modelled on the
Mahotella Queens:

The Space Queens were coming in then [1969], they
were really very hot ••• It was a newane
up-and-coming group in the Free State where people
were not used to it. They were really going great
guns, and with their manager we decided to try the
Space Queens. So wherever they used to perform, we
used to perform. Main.ly they liked the Free State
because iu actual fact, in Johannesburg, they tried
to ventu::.'einto Johannesburg, but they could sec it
was just a flop because you see, Johannesburg people
they feel that anything that comes from Johannesburg
you can't equal. If you come from this side,
suddenly you don't have any talent, you come from
the farms, though the music is great. You just had
to accept i'tand these people felt, hell, man, itt's
just useless here, let's concentrate on this side.
Ultimately we felt, no, we accept it.55

This account illustrates how, despite a good deal of
effort, because the Beavers were based outside of
Johannesburg, they were left with only their own ho~
community as audience (or at least, a !ocal audience).
Support from the local community, as well as support for
each other, has been crucial in ensuring the survival of
music bands in SharpevilleD This trend has a bearing on
the community/rivalry theme: musicians in Sharpeville
have j:aced a constant outside "threat" to their existence
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because they have defined their success in terms of that
achieved outside of ~he community. Yet, in attempting to
~ttain this success, the odds have been stacked against
Sharpeville musicians because of the distance between
Sharpeville and Johannesburg, and the enormous difficulty.of securing recording contracts. As a result, Sharpeville
musicians have constantly reverted to theiI support-base
in Sharpeville, as their efforts for wider recognition
failed. Sharpeville resident and teacher, Oupa Phakoa,
stated that Sharpeville was able to produce superior
groups mainly because they were able to "••• attain mor:al
support from the Sharpeville people."S6

In Chapter Three it was argued that community support for
the Sharpe town Swingsters was crucial in ensuring their
survival after 1960. Duri'ng the 1950s, t.he band
established its popularity within the community before it
became more widely known, while after the 1950s, during a
period when'other jazz bands did not last, the SharPe town
Swingsters survived largely through the support of the
community. The "organic" relationship which thus
developed between the band and the community played a
vital role in ensuring the survival of the band. A
similar relationship sustained the groups which emerged
later - the Beavers, the Hurricanes and later the Black
Five - although the latter two enjoyed more more success
outside of the cOIDmun~ty. While the Beavers were never
able to secure recording contracts, the Hurricanes and
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the hlack Five were and this was due to both changes in
the recording industry as well as the introduction to
SOuth Africa of ilSoulu music, which reflected more
closely the type of music the Beavers, who also adapted
their style to it, trere now playing. "Soul" music emerged
at much the same time as black consciousness - which had
a profound influence upon African political development
in South Africa during the 1970s.

"Soul Kusic~

According to Chmnbers, soul music, unlike Rock 'nl Roll,
had its foundations in the Negro church and gospel music,
which was "....grafted onto secular rhythms, producing
the "soul community".n57 Soul was in fact a combination
of blues and gospel music, both Afro-Amer-ican traditions.
For luaericau blacks, it representea a Letu~n to their
African roots, encapsulated in this statement from soul
musician, Dennis Brown: "Africa? Africa? Africa? Just the
mention of the name, man, is like you call m.y name."58

Soul music was part of a trend among Ameri:-~anblacks
toward re-discovering their roots and asse:cting AfriCan
culture and their skin colour as something to be proud
of; articulated in the Black Power movement. In South
Africa this became one basis of the Black Consciousness
movement. 59 In the 1970s, soul music produced a similar
effect, particularly on youth, to that which black
American performance culture had on African popular
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culture in the 1940s ~nd 1950s. Indeed, as recordings of
Amer';,cansoul artists, parti~ularly that recorded under
the Motown label, such as Diana Ross and the Suprernes,
~rYin Gaye, James Brown, Curtis Mayfield and Aretha
Franklin became available; so the popularity of soul
music among Africans flourished. Jacob Macheli, a member
of the Sharpeville band, the Hurricanes, recalls that the
group was influenced by the music of otis Re1ding.60 In
South Africa, soul groups such as the All Rounders and.
Inne-Laws emerged in the late '1960s and drew enormous
support. 61 While the lyri«:.;sof the American artists
reflected the message of che Be movement there, thoSG of
local artists were less strong because of existing
censorship although, according to Lunn, their lyrics n.~.
'",ere,never'theless, assertive and realistica ,,62

In Sharpeville, the popularity of soul among the youth
there boosted the success of the Beavers and they now no
longer needed to play second fiddle to the mbaganqa
groups. They were able to abandon touring with the Space
Queens, and could tour the country towns of the CFS and
the Vaal Triangle alone. At this point they felt that,
despite not having had their music recorded, they had
reached their objective - their music was being
recognised in its own right:

We were actually achieving our objective ••• That
was because people were coming to accept o~r brand
of ro'!.lsic..There was a certain trend among the people
thQ, if you love a different music from what was
COM,on fie. mbaganga], sort of make them unique
among the people, and we could see that it was now &
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prestige amongst the young ones to say that "I like
the Beaversu, III'm going to a show of the
Beavers" ••• So I think why I say it was the best
year foz: us, we managed to influence a lot of groups
..•• We oven used to enjoy showa around here. We
-:H.dnet go out mucb3because we had so much support
a=aund this area.~

Th(; persistence the Beavers had displayed finally paid
dividends. Inde(;d, eigh'c years is a long time to wait,
but, as with the Sharpe town Swingsters, their dedication
and patience, and the fact that they had a sl'~:I:."._l:tive
community held them together and finally offered them a
measure of sud ss:

••• we started getting something like R200, R400. !
mean for us to get something like R900 during those
times, it was very exciting, very excirting, because
you buy a brand new guitar for something like R350.
Transport to Bloemfontein would6lost soruethlng like
R28S, so R900 was a big amount.

But while the Beavers were experiencing snccess wider
than simply Sharpeville it was still very much on the

:/

wrong side of the rural/urbln divide. It was only later
bands who/which attained real success. The first of these
was the Hurrieat:'~'\l.

The aurricanes: wWe existed llk~ a faaily of grOUeSn

The Hurricanes were formed in Malch 1966 by Jacob Macheli
and Philip Marokoane. Both lived in the sam~, :.,)tre~tin
the neighbourhood of Vuka, in Sharpeville. Macheli was
born in Top Location in 1950, the son cf a taxi owner.
Marokoane, born in 1954, was one of the first generation
of children to be born in Sharpeville. His father was an



250

ordinary labourer. Like the membersof the Beavers, both

Machali and Marokoanewere interested in the music

broadcasted by LM radio, listening together and then

attempting to copy out the lyrics of songs they heard.65

Mache!! had an acoustic guitar which belcnged to his

uncIal and he and Marakoan.e used to take it to membersof
the Deavers to tune.66 They would listen to 1::hemusd,c on

the radi..1, chen attempt to play i'::: ~y ear. As with the

membersof the BeaveI.'s, t.hey were inspi. ~edby group:~ such

as the Bea'tles and the R"'liling Stones. 67 It was

Machel!' s :i.deato form the band:

The guy [Macheli] wanted to form a band. He was: very
intelligent. He ~TaS a littl<' bit older than me •• ~
They [Macheli's paronts] were rich at that piace,
they were owning kombis and everythLtg, and they
were just buying everything for him. People were
poor, poor. I was poor I but I T!'1~S talented aug he
:iust fetched mf\. ~t:hcn:t f4'entalong with him. t;)

Next, Macheli enlisted three school friends at Lekoa

shandu High School whohad similar interests :i.nmusic,

,Stephen Mol.efe, AbramModisakeng and Stanley Thipe.r9 As

witt! the Beavers, the Hurricanes did not have much

experitmce in the way of playing instruments: "We

U~acheli and Marokoane] bad an acoustic guitar and we

were play.iny to'gether .... The other guys ••• couldn't

play eitheJ':. Westarted fr·omscratch ..u70 Unlike the

BeavG't'sI hC1wevex',the liurricanes did not have to wait

Utlti1 they could affo:rd to buy instrument:.:; before they

begc:m to play. The Beavers let them borrow their

inst:culilents to p:r.-actise with until they wer~ abl4:!to

pucchaae th4=ir .Jim. Andwhen it came to purchasing


