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'Mayit.lomel': Towards zn Understanding of Amculzite Gangs in Durban,
C.1802-1800,

Introduction.

In Januvary 1915 eleven Africen youths armed with sticks were respon-
sible for an apperently uvnprovoked ascsault on two African wmen. Hal their
number ware sul  guently arrested and charge” with breach of the peace.
In the hot, dusty courtwvoom two imtriguing facis came to light. Firstly,
the wvictirs of the agsa lt w.re members of sanother more foomally-
constituted hody - the much-rosented African section of the Durban Burough
Polico. And secondly, the gang m Jhers failed to recognisc them as po-
liceman since ome o7 than had been playing a mouth-organ. Perhaps ile
keen imaginatien of one of the youthful accused was rcnpousible for pro-
viding the court wilh the vision of & policemsan playing a mouth-organ,
the poussession of which scaled off whi = one official called the 'naric
vuiverse' of the 'turbulent umfean' from the ragged respectability i
older African workers in the town, Either way, the ranks of youthful
accused 1-ceived sentences which, beteen 1900 and 1930, were shared by
thovsands of other young male workers - several months hard labour and
at least ten leshes.?

In Durban the custodians of pvilic order and raciel etiquetie - po-

licewon, m doctre .. and native affeirs officialy - showed 1liitle evi-
deace of beung ak . to chart the precise limits of the amclaltas' 'narrow
vhiverse'. This prper represenis zn attempt to recover part of the

largely hidden history of esrly youth gangs in South Africa: a historm
or young, mainly migrant vorkers whose traditiors have hecn, unlile th~
proud groups of Pgihfinders who posed for mission school Annuals, trans-
mitied reinly through popular memory.? Tn broad terms this study involves
an examination of the ways in which newly-yroletarisnised Africen youth
adapt« 4 and tremzforacd a rencrioire of eunltural practices (which were
treditionglly bound up with the rites of passage 21 rural soci’ ies aund
associated with patterns of youth socialirstion) in ways appro - iaie in
iheir ox arience of the depredations inherc (¢ in, and ihe possibilitles
cpened up by urban preoleterieon life. During the period under discussion
the age structure ¢ £ mipgrancy determined that the young Afr. cei. male (din
particular, the domestic worker) would be closest to the coatested
interface of two worlds: one which was constituied around capitzl's need
for a disciplined andl sufficiently-coerced labor ¥ force and anoiher which
was rooted in the non-cepitalint social solidarities of increasingly em-
battled rural houscholds. It was in end through this struggle. str ‘dling
town and count yside bu. symbolically fou:ht out im the backyards, sireets
and suburbs of Durban, that amalaitas were formed and transformned batween
1900 and 1934.

Natsl Archives (hereafter NA), Durban Criminal Records ({hereafter
DCR), Court C, Rew wvceisus lilobolo and 10 others, 25 Jan. 1925.

Limited oral sources, at leas - f{or the twenties and thirties, have
beenn utilired for this study. Further interviews promise te provide
a nre complex understanding of amalaits . References te the gangs
in official records (municipol, magisterial and Native Affairs De-
partment) are ciffuse and scldom attempt to "decode" gang activities.
Most of the potentially rich Durban Criminal Records have been de-
stroyed, while the archive of the Durban Borough Police has been
"lost". This problem of sources in relation to gangs is not new. In
" the more recent past Ellen Hellmann noted in relation to her study
of juvenile delinquency on the Rand: "I found it extremely difficult,
almost impossible, to obtasin information concerning ... gangs.' See
Urban Bantu Youth (Jochannesburg,i%40), p.49.



_ In general terms the literature on youth ha- erphs: ized its potentially
ambigirus social locetica iu between th. dapendeat status of childhood
and ti o responsibilities whtch are asscueiated with adulthood. 1f it is
possible to talk about the "traditioms of youih", ¢ even of archetypal
patterns of youth bechaviour, there iy a neced to grasp the historicity of
the age-grouvp in relation both to specific social and economic structures
and provious historiecal experionce.?

The youtrh-abbeys of sixteenth century Frence, for exa -le, allowed
youtlt paciiculs ritvals and provided them with a limite. phere of ju-
risdiction in the interval bLefore they were married. Such rites cof
pas.age werr only possible in socioties chacgnterised by perticular
intei-peneisiional poaiierus of reciprocity and consensns.” Yet the eco-
nomic snd demograpbic irtwweformeiion of societies, togeilher wiclh tuose
ingtitutions resporsihle f{oar the socialisation of yeuth, clearly also
¢ltered the cultsral reportoires of vouth, Thus in one classic study it
is argued that youth in the slums of Chicepo created alterunative, defel-
sive and oft n criminsl networks of gangs in response to ithe socisal
discerganisataon of urbﬂn life bhetweeon the wers.® Indeed, the publie
ideniiiication of youth with uiban mzle criminaiity has, at least in
Furope, & long history.®

Histor:ically, the relativoship b tween crime, culture and consciouv-
ness in Sovth Africa has been peculierly complexn; as the pioneering work
of Cnarles van Onselen has snggested.’ Another more r zent study focusses
on these comploxities in relaticr Lo vouth and political organisation on
the Rand during a period of mas ive soc1a1 dislocation and structural
cconomic chang Y Yet the ruptuve Iun patterns of youth culture in the
pos 1240 perjod, topether with the wevolt of black youth after 1976, hsas
in somc wayu tended ito obscure earlier forms of Afric-u y- uth orgenisation
which were generatoed Ly the first wave of indusirialisation in Souih
Africe., Vh-ot fell-wi is sn atvempt to provide a basis for uvndersianding
gorz of the ways in which African vouth strugrled for contrel over, ard
atieny tad 1.0 give expressive cuntent to, aspects of their daily lives in
early iudvustrial Souith Africa. Many of the ouestions which ere raiscd
impiicit ly o. explicitly in Lhis papar can only be answered wiich diffi-
culty and sone, av least &t present, not at all.

3 Sae J.R. Gillis, Yourhk and HNisto y (New York,1974), for a useful
discussion of sor » of these issues.

b N.Z. Davis, 'The Reasons of Misrule: Youth Groups arid Charivaris in
Sinteentlh Cencury France', Past and Present, No.50, 1971.

o

See F.M. Thrasriw ¢, The Gang (Chicapo,1930).

® M. Blaneh, 'Imperiaiism, netionalism and organised youth' im J.
Clarke, C. Criicher aud R. Johisou (eds.), Working Class Cultura
(Loudein, 1979), p.103.

7 See C. van Onsclen, Studies in the So~ial and Economic History of the
Wiiwatersrand, Vol.2, New Nincveh (Johannesburg,1982), pp.i71-201.

See P. Bonner, 'Family, Crime and Political Consciousness on the East
Rand, 1939- 1055 viipublished paper, History Workshop Conference,
1987. (Bonner's current work on the Ma-Rashea also promises to ad-
vauce our uinderstanding of criminality and consciousness in the mal-
ing of the African working class). The establishment and development
of a repertoire of protest by black school students has also received
deserved attention. See J. llyslop, 'Food, Authority and Politics:
Student Riots in South African Schools, 1945-1976', unpublished pa-
per, African Studies Seminar, 1986.



"Turbulent Umfaons': Tho Making of Amalaita Gangs, 19053-1£18.

The period of mineral discoveries .n South Africa marked the rapid
expausion of the cnal and sugar industries in Natal. In response to these
developments Durban was to rapidly assume a position as the main entrepot
portt of Souvth Africa.? FEarly industry in the town had been primarily
concerned with supplying the needs of a predominantly agrarian colon .
By the turn of the century, huwever, economic ectivities, such as wagon
making and wool processing, were based increasingly on inland commerca.
Furthermore, engineering v .rks catered for the shipping trade and wore
responsible for services and repairs to the machinery of coastal svgar
planteaiions and the coal industry. By 1202 Durban was thus an important
port town dominated by merchant capital held by shopkeapers and traders,
as well as by stevedo.ing and shipping compauies.

In 1900 Durban's African migrant population, nuiwering around 18 0A0,
was chennclled into four mair sectors of the labour market. These were:
togt, or day, labour (comprising mauy dockvorkers) ricksha pullers,
washarmen and monthly servanis. Vorkers in each scctor were governed by
relatively discrete sets of regulations designed to achieve the overall
coercion of the workforce. The togt labour system was related to the neced
to depress wages and to accommodate the fluctuatin~ labour requirerents
of white merchauts and shipping companiles. The toge worker was obliged
to pay a monthly wegistration fee, wear & togi badge and accept any work
which paid at & rate abcte an official minimum. Contravention of these
regulations could take the form of a fine of 20s or hard labour. Ricksha
pullers and warhermen were also forced to ce ply with rezulations framed
along similar lines Registration as a monthly worker, on the ot .+ han‘,
brovght an Jnd1v1d¢¢l under the penal discipline of the Master e..d Serv-
ants Act,

There attempts to regulate the labour market were underpinned by a
wider striugrle to police Lhe working lees o; migrani workers. A penal
code provided egeinst 'disorderliness’ provocat:ve lanpuage' and

jndecent vonduct and the Vegrant Law (No 15 of 180692) enforced a 9 pm
curfew,*? vhile the erection of several barracks between 1878 and 1904
was designed to rcplace the rhythms of rural time with those of the clock
and the working week.'® By the turn of the century, then, the basis for
the cont101 and coercion of Uorkarq was achieved the Udbh a rudimentary
system of 'nat 've administration' which was funded by worker fines and

Tne tonnage of vessels cleared in the port betWLen 1875 and 1900 rose
f1 1 160 Q00 tons to 900 000 tons. See D. Hemson, 'Class Consciovsness
and Migraut Workers: Dockworkers of Durban', unpublished Ph.D. the-
sis, University of Warwick, 1979, p.20, pp.60-1.

' See N. Hurwitz, Agriculture in Natal 1860-1950, Natal Regional Sux-
vey, Vol.12, (Cape Town, 1957) pp.10-11; and M Katzen, Industry In
Greater Durbanm, Part 1, (Pietermaritzburg, 1961).

'Y p, 1a Hausse, 'The Struggle for the City: Aleohol, the Ematsheni and
Popular Culture in Durban, 1902-36,' unpublished MA thesis, Univer-
sity of Cape Town, 1986, pp.24-31.

12 Tn addition, workseekers and 'visitors' were obliged to take out a

five day pass on enteiring the town, the Identification of Native

Servants Act (1888) provided for the policing of individual workers

in the town.

'3 For comments on conceptions of time in Zulu society see R.C.A.

Samuelson Long, Long Ago (Durban, 1929), pp. 304-06



registration fecs, enforced by ihe Borough Police end svpported by the
sanctions of the prison.

At the level of everyday struggles, however, this "system" had a re-
mart~hly uneven impact on Afwvican workers im Durban. At virtwally every
poin relaticns of domination gnd subordination were contested fi-n be-
low., One prowineat town councillor's assertion that workers were 'out
of control' because of the 'want of system, of rule','" might bave found
some confirmation in the fact thuat by 1901 a third of the African popu-
lation of around 20 000 Lad beeun arrested in texns of various municipal
and government laws,

The first de.ade of the century was a crucial moment in the restruc-
turing of capitalist setilevr domination in Natel. Similaily, in Durban,
this y riod was characterized by svstajued attempts to rofin  domination
on racial lines and to secure, control and housae an adequate supply of
African labour. In conditions of lakour shortape, espzcially during the
economic boom of 1902-03, this proved to be a difficult tark. Africen
workers evaded the registvation system, geﬂerally refused to en'er
barracks which they compared to gaols and succeeded in pus.ing up wages
in 1903 through strike action. Atiempts to enforce labour conirols throush
amendments to the pass, registration avd Togt laws mei with uncven re-
sults. Then, during the depression betwe -1 1904 and 1909, a massive influx
of African workseekers and the cvmergence of a flourishing Af - ican shebeen
trade threatencd to erode time and lebour discipline altogother.

‘The ability of locsl govermient and employers to oktain particular
forns of labour power under specific conditions thus foundired in the face
of labour shortages, lack of fiuances and ﬁdequate lews and ihe moral
¢ onumies of African workexs. If the prollem ol labour supply declined
&iter the Bambatha rebellion in 1706, it was only in 1908 that the basis
for a more coercive and efficic t system of rban cnitrel was laid through
the establishment of a nrnicipal bezr mond - ,1y.'% Tt was doring this pe-
riod, sr nned by war, moral panics, rebel.iion ant depicssion, th.t the
first rueports of amalgita gangs appeared.

In 1900 Durban's Superintendent of Police recorded that:

. .ofdaring young thieves ... have started their games in Durban in
bruad daylight. I sincerely hope the community will be more careful
whom they employ as domestic servants.

This was the first of a number of reports which noted tho appearance of
African youth gangs in Durban. By 1903 a word to describe these gangs -
amalaita - had entered the language of municipal officials. If the origins
of this terms ere unclear,*® there is less doubt about the nature of gang

'® NA, Durban Corporation Letterbooks (hereafter DCL), No. 548, R.C.

Jamesonn be? e the First Natal Municipal Conference, 22 Sept. 1904.

!5 NA, Superintendent of Police Report Books (bercafter PRB), Book 6,
Repori:4& Oci. 1901,

1 For a nore thorough account of this period see la Hausse, 'Struggle

for the City', Ch. 1.

7 NA, PRB, Pock 6, Report: 6 March 1900.
18 The gangs ere variously referred to as "laitas', 'lietas', 'lietis,

'amalayita' or 'olaita' One contemporary explauation claimed that
amalaita derived from gang members demanding of a victim to '"light"
his way by putting his whole purse at their disposal' and hence escape



’

organisation and activity. Aw-leita ranks ware filled predomina . tly by
douw stic servanty betwecn the exes of 14 and 20 (abafssa). Back riors on
thoir employers' premises (somcwhet ironically referred to as 'kyas')®
served 8 a base for their petty thieving and burglaries on other house-
holds. The gangs signalled their presence inm the streeis by playing mouth
organs and took part in ‘pitched battles' with other gangs, uften after
the 9 pm curfew. African policemen, in particilar, were singlcd out as
targets for their viclence. Their weapous, et lecst in the early 1900s,
vere limited to light fightine sticks (gamashize), stones and, sometimes,
sead-filles bottles.??

Stunned by this & laita onslaught,?! Superintendent Alexanrder traced
his woes to the nigi. ion of Zulu refugees, who had been libcrated from
Johsnnesburg's grols, dnto the backvards of Duiban's white populctiomn.
Cervatnly, as van Opselen has irdicated, many of the the sands of Zulu-
spc ‘tirg 'houscboys' on the Rand had bec.. in contaci with a secret society
of criwminals knowa as the Ninevites durxing the 1890s.%% It is likely that
meny of these youths and 1-.n were hidden in the ranks of over 4000 workers
who were, Jronically, escoried back to Netal by the future Msnrger of
Purbaun's Municipal Native Affairs Department, at the outbieak of the South
Africen War.?® In 1301 a sccond wave of black refugees fiow the
Witwatersrand broke in Durhan. This time it comprised mostly young
"houseboys’' who liad eabsudoned jobs in  the face of declining
wage=1evels.2" Clearly, then, many of those black refugecs who found work
or swelled the ranks of the 'dargerous' unemployed in Durban, were bearers
ef newly-acquired form: of criminal orguanisation and cultural codes which
héd been forged in the urban-based prison-c apound com: lex of the
Witwatersrand.

unharned; see Ipepz lo Hlenge 20 Nov. 1903 quoted in va: Onzelen, New
Ninevoh, p.56. Rev. Sivetye suggested that emaleita meant "to make a
fi~e" ov "to strike a match", and further, that "when you hit someone
y w)i ta fire".. Sce Universiiy of the Witwatersrand (hereafter UY),
Avrice - Studies Insviitute, Oral History Project, Tape No.93, Inter-
view wicth Rev. G.Sivetye by T.Couzeus and A. van Gylswyk, Groutville,
23 0ct.1976. (Thanks to C. van Onsefen for drawing this source to my
attention). An eyually plausible explanation is thet the word is a
corruption of Cockney slang for young hooligen - 'lighty'. (Thanks
to Tony Traill for discussion of these and other issues),

}? Kya is derived from the Zulu work for home or dwelling - jkhaya.

2% NA PR", Book 6, Remorts: 6 March 1900, 28 Jan. 1901, 7 June 1901, 7
Nov 1901, 6 Jan. 1902, and 6 July 1902,

21 In 1900 1000 of the 6600 arrests made on Africans were for breach of
the peace socn to be known as 'lieta offences'. Arrests for Vagrancy
increased from 1356 in 1900 to 1676 in 1901. 1901 saw a marked in-
crease of arresis for housebreaking and theft. In 1901 trere were 199
convictions for this offence. NA, PRB, Book 6, Reports: 7 Jan. 1901,
5 Aug. 1901 and 6 Jan. 1902.

22 See van Onselen, New Nineveh, pp. 54-55; and for Jen Note's Ninevites

pp.171-201; and esp, 177-8 for the impact of the wa: on black workers.

23 The individual involved was J.S. Marwick, a labour agent at the time.

For this deed he reportedly earned the popular name Muhle (good)

whic! , at one point after his assumption of control of the Municipal

NAD, was changed to Mubi (bad).

2% NA, PRB, Book 6, Report 6 March 1901.



Yet there is evidence to suggest that patterns of yruth activity in
Durban, which resonsaied with post 1900 forws of am&lali activity, pre-
dated the arrivel of tke young 'thieves and sharpevs' iiom the Rind.Z®
Indeed, it seews that In period after the cutbreak of the South Afxcicen
var we are seeing th2 trensfco natior of existing forms of youth
organisation. This can L» illuainated through an examinatijon of dorestic
service in r- lation to the age structure of migrancy and tha availability
of oldar socinl and cultural forms within tha context of urbau,
proleterian lifa.

The relative economic independence of Africen rural cunltivators in
Natal end Zvlvland during the 1860s gave way in the post-1890 period to
an increasingly blesk siruggle to retain access to land and to meet the
requirements of taxaiins. T 1 Natal Midlands and Southern Zululand bore
the brot of a  japggc process of rural dispeossession  and
proletarienisation.?® Tune <ransformation of social relation: in the
countryside was accelerated by natural disasters: locust plagues in 189¢,
and then drought aud rinderpest. By the tuv'n of the century thousands ¢ f
Africans hsd beeon forced into wage relatiows with commercizlising whi e
farmers or were impelled to scel wage labour on th- grldfields or in Lot
such as Durban, Durirg the early 1900s it was generally the your:ex, un-
married sons of honestcad beads (abanumzare) who were forced into the
cole: . 21 labour market in order to generate the cash incomes necded to
lighten the economic burden on households. For these youths, sometimes
as young as ten, "life che ged suddenly".?7

1f impoverishment determined the position of the Reserves as the main
lebour exporting arcas,?? less casy to mep are th social patterns which
appear to have regulabbd m; g1?nt workers' access to different sectois of
Durban's lebour mark.t. Theic is ev.'dence to suggest that by the turn of
the century certaiu smel’nr sectors of Durban's labour market had becoue
jdentified with indi vnaualﬁ fvem particular clans, cthnic groupings and
reral  arcas. Durben's rwic shz  pullers werc predominantly f£.. a
Mahl-bhatini, while the three bunr’ J African members of the Borough,Police
heiled from Mapumulo.?®® Slmllariy, Amabaca cerved out an economic niche
for themselves as {huc town's sauitary workers.®® It also se ms more than
likely that seciions of the larger togt workforce (mostly stevedorces and
dockworkers) also defonded and controlled their jobs on the basis of these
older social solidarities. Indeed, a series of claches between over two

2%  See, for example, NA, PRB, Book 6, keport: 7 Nov. 1898.

26 See S. Marks, Reluctant Rebel’ion (Oxford, 1970), Ch. V for an in-
cisive account ol these processes.

27  See Interview with G. Sivetye.

23 In 190%& 67 % of Durban's African workers came from Natal and 29 % from
Zululand. In Natal, the Reserves in Mapumulo, Kranskop, Lower Tugela,
Umlazi, Ndedwe and Umsinga had the highest migrant po-ulations to-
gether with Eslowe, Nkandhla, Mahlabatini and Ngqutu in Zululand. Sece
Natal Census Report (Pietexrmaritzburg, 1904); and  Hemson,
'Dockworkers of Durban', p.56.

29 NA, PKRB, Book 7, Report 31 July 1906. Ricksha pullers were noted at
the forefront of clashes between ribels and the Transvaal Volunteers
during the Bambatha Rebelliomn.

3% Interview with L. Zvngu by P.la Hausse, H.Matijwane and I.Edwards,

Clairwood, 3 Aug. 1986. For the ways in which Zulu-speakers came to

dominate particular occupations on the Rand, sece van Onselen, New

Nineveh, esp. pp. 74-110.



hundred dockworkers and Boroupgh Police et ths Po’nt in 1202 were precip-
ivated by the transposition of rursl-based confiict inte the urban con-
text. Y Perhaps this is not so surprising. There can be little doubt that
workers' world views were intcgrelly bound up with notions of reciprocity
and obligation associated with kin, clan and chiefly authorii .

Ye if clan eund ethnic ties were imrnrtant in weaving the social fabric
of Durban's labour market, so too we 4age. By 1904 possibly as meny &5
4000 youth ,*% some of wiom were as young as twelve, were employed as
'kitche - vwfaans' - genersl domestic servants who bore the biunt of do-
mestic work in the kitchens of Durban's whites. For a first generation
mierant worker Lis first point of entry into tle town's labour markct was
jx -ariably through the service sector. Finding work as a 'houseboy'
marked the first of a number of possible subsequent forms of employment.
The identification of African domestic service with very young workers
(between the ages of 12 snd 20} appears to have been the result of a
complex process of negotiation beiween colonizer and colonized. At one
level tha explanation {for the relationship was cconomic: young unmarried
males were potentially mnre exploitable than older men with wider socinl
and economic responsibiliiies. Mureover, at a time of acute wo.al panic
oves inter-rta  ial e wual relations,?® the sexuality of the yourth nay have
presented less of a Lhreat to the fecmele presence in white households than
would have bec¢ . the: cese with an adult male. But this relationship bat . zen
age and domesiic service was not solely forged by the economi. inperatives
and sexual anxicties of whites colonials,

45 has been noted elsevhere, the social organisation of rural societies
in Natal and Zululand during tha nineteenth century was sig ificantly
based on age categories.’” Althourh the creation of age regimenis had bean
outlawed after the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879, it is quite possible that
workers-seekers entcring Durlan  frequently did so on the basis of age-
sets of migrants from particular rural aress.®® It is implausible that

31 Natol Advertiser, 19 Sept. 197, Sce Hemson, 'Dockworkers of Durban',

p. 70 for divisions along cccupational lines with the togt workforce,
in 1905 the small Pondo seciion of Durban's workforce was accommodated
almost exclusively in what were referred to as the 0ld B: vracks - the
most dilapidated wmunic’'»al quarters in the town. See NA, LCL, No. 547,
Superintendent of Police to Town Clerk (hereafter TC).
%2 The fipure of 4000 is a rough estimate since registration figures in
Durb . are extremely inaccurate for this peried. In 1904 there were
30 160 Africans in domestic work iu Natal. See Natal Census p.678.
33 {a addition to the influx of Africans from the Rand in 1899, Durban
expericnced an 'invesiou' of several thousand white lumpen refugess:
prostitutes, crimin s, illicit liquor deszlers and unemployed wo. k-
ers. Munmicipal off cials continually pointed to the 'contaminating
infuence' of this 'cosmopolitan crowd' on existing master-servant
relations. See la Havsse, 'Struggle for the City', Ch. 1. By 1903
Durban was being described as a modern Babylon with 200 houses of
ill-feme’. NA, PRB, Book No.7, Report: 4 Nov. 1903,

See, for example, E. Krige, The Social 8ystems of the Zulus,
(Pietermaritzburg, 1965).

*% It secas that elements of the regimental system survived 1879. Cer-
tainly the Isibalo system (a system of forced labour whereby chiefs
were obliged to call out young men for service on roads and public
wo. ks) counld have, apart frem normal processes of youth
socialisation, relied on elements of the regimental sytem. See Marks,
Reluctant Rebellion, p.43; and Krige, Scocissi System, Ch. 5. esp. p.



older Zulu social siructure weas simply transposci into the urban setting.
At least in the cese of do. - ice service, it eppears that elements of
Zulu social structure worc xeinfoiced from above by whites with well-
developed ideas about the importance of ege hierarchieszs amongst African
workers,®® and from below by older workers themselves. The notion that
domest: ¢ service wes 'wvomen's work' appears to have becn invernalised as
& common sense idea by the 1920s.?7

It was in the cortext of iLhis corporate sense of identity amonent do-
mestic scrvan.s (welded by age sand possibly rural origins) thet the
amalaitas were formed. As one white burgess of Durben noted:

These leita gangs are not merely groups of turhlont umfaans, thew
are orgaaised bunds having for their object the to. irising of th
police and the deflance of auth.city.??

Although paurity of evidence makes the task of dis:pgregaiing the gangs,
especially in terms of tli:dr inner stiucture and workings extrewcly dif-
ficuir, 1% is possible to periodise and svigest thrir broader patterns
of rebellion. In noting the occurrence of stick-fighting between amalaita
gangs Durbe - 's Superinvendent of Police could not help noticing that thoic
gers' wes similsr to that 'practised by older warriors the oth¢ side
of the Berg'.??

With the deritruction of the Zulu kingdom in the decaca after 1879, the
cohesion of Zulu society, based on vertical and horizontal loyaltics
constituted by the Z lu King and age-regiments retpactively, collapsed.
It was in this content that vwgengela emerged as a mechanism te cope with
increasing ani.agonisms along horiz.:tal lines. The Umgangela was a large,
organised and highiy-ritualised inter-district stick-figrt.*® It scems
likely that the Supcrinicndent o Police was in fact saliuding to the
mobilisation of elements of the umgangela by youtih in Durban. Certainly
the ritualised natve of anzlaita activity, gs suggested in a number of
sources, indicates that this probably was the case. In more general terms,
however, stick £ hting, beiweoen youths of the same age-set was a rentral
aspect of youth socialdisation amongst Zulu-speaking boys. Interc ingly
stick fighting was known as vkudela ngenduku ('to play with sticks') and
was governed by strict codes and c¢: iventions, particularly the rules of

107, It would be intercsting to trace the genesis of clan-based sec-
tors of the labour market. This would require, at 1 ast, a detailed
picture of rural impoverishment and proletarianisation at particular
junctures.
36 See, for example, NA, DCL No 583, Chicf Constable (hereafter CC) to
TC 20 March 1508; and PRB Book 7, Report: 1 March 1906. In 1904, R.C.
Alex?nder warned: 'It will be a boad day for Natal when the old men
die.

*7 UV, Church of the Province of South Africa Archives (hereafter CPSA),
Native Economic Commission (hercafter NEC), Box 12, Natal Memoranda,
passim.

% Ngral Nercury, 3 July 1902.

*® NA, PRB, Book 6, Report: 7 June 1901.

See J. Clegs, 'Ukubuyisa Isidumbu - "Bringing back the Body". An ex-
amination intc the ideology of vengeance in the Msinga and Mpofana

rural locations, 1882-1944" in P. Bonner (ed), Working Papers i
Southern African Studies, Vol. 2, (Johannesburg, 1978), pp.167-9.



'fair-play'.®! Despite the highly covwpetitive native of stick figh~ing,
e« the one description of wnkugasniiscua suggests,”? death wes seldoia the
1esult of such encounters.  Indecd two Informents who were young boys in
Natal in the 1910s testified to the w’ lespread popularity of stick-
fighiing amongst youth."? Significantly, ivo, they emphasized the codes
of conduct assccilsted with siick-fighting. As one man vho grew up in
Umvoti rccalled: 'If your head wgs cut in a fight you would rush ta th.
river ani cover the wound with mud so that your parents did not see'."”

Seen in these teims, then, the observation that im Durban youth: be-
twec « the ages of 16 and 24 "turnfed] out in small forces, armed with
sticks, to beat aay other native they way came zcross',®® has a certain
reconance with the stick fighting of rural youth.®® Refracted through the
eyes of colouiel ofiicials, however, these organised and riiual forms of
youthful assertion cawe to be scen as 'wilful, mulicious & 4 premeditated’
acts demanding prosecuiion under criminal law and not bre.ch of the prace
bye-laws.*” The cultuial continuities between town and countryside shovld
not, however, mask the ways in which amalaitas represented an inucvaiicu
on youthful forus of organisation,

The inability of Jocal government and employers in Durban to enfoxce
the registration systew or to force workers out of backyards and rented
private promises into berrack accommodation, conferred a certain fluidity
boih on the geogrephy of Africen worker settle . nt and the ‘ocal 7 our
markot. Although togt workers had succeeded in pushiing theix daily \ iges
up to 4/6 (and struck for further increases) during the Loom period of
1902-03, young domestic workers were probably not &/ well placed to in-
prove their wages or conditions of work. Tn a town where age had definite
prescripuis. powers in the workplace it is conceiveble th:.. the £1.10s a
montl earncd ty some domestic workers ('four times the amount they are

1 Tn thelr study of peer socialiration amongst 'Rad Xhosa' the Mayers
.point to tho significance of stick fighting in an extended and complex
process of youthiul induction inte the werld of adults. Stick fighting
in this contexi occurred amongst social groupings known as Intutu
(gatherings of boys between the sages of nin: and thirteen) and
mishotsho (ar internally differentiated pre-iniciation youtlh group-
ing). See P. snd I. Mayer, 'Socialisaticn by Peers' i1 P. iayer (ed).
Socialisation: The Approach rrom Social Anthropology (London, i%/0),
pp. 164-72.

52 This was & form of "stick fencing” possibly current in tho nineteenth
century. It, too, was governed by strict codes of conduct and began
with a challeuge frow one individuel to another. Samuelson, Long, Long
Ago, pp. 373-4,

*3 Interview with F.Zondi by P.la Hausse and M, Marrengane, lMagadini,
25 Teb. 1987; and Interview with S.Ndhlovu by P. 1la Hausse and
E.Mbele, Durban, 27 Feb. 1987.

b5 Tnterview with F. Zondi.

“® NA, PRB, Book 7, Report 2 May 1904.
6 As G.Sivetye recalled: "lhey ['houseboys'] wanted exercise and the
exercise they knew qu.te well was hitting [with sticks]. Interview
with Sivetye.

“7 NA, South African Native Affairs Commission, 1903-05, Minutes of Ev-
idence, Vol. 3, p. 645,



entitled to') was wore the ex~cption than the rule.*? The diffeorential
experionce of wags-lecbour along are lines seems to have encouraged the
formation of youth ruangs and the osLabllshmenJ of 'judicious thieving'
asz a cominant featur of their r portoire.

The depression of 1904-09 c¢lc 1y did force the yonth proupings of
Durban's backyards and slum a1. s dinto adopting new patterns of
criminality. Sowe worlscehers covcrud their entry into town by taking out
8 topt badge and proceaded to 'prowl about on the look ouvt for
plunder'.** In 1904, apparently for the first time, de-:hs were reported
after emalaita clashes. Small wonder, the:, that with large scale unem-
ployment amorgst do .stic workers after 190% 'idle vagabonds' under tle
are of twenty, having recrntly beon released from prison, conld be fouvrld
wandering in Durbea's Qtreeib, 1mperV1ouv to the threa:t of re-
inorisonment.®? Driveu violent'y off Durban's pavements by whltn maleq
and frequen Ty fired without otice by employers, younr 'houseboys'
8dapted the 'country stick- Ilghb to suit the exigencies of their situ-
ation in a r&c1ally oppressive colonial town. In short, 'they learued
to hit enybody'.

I£ the solidarity of the youth group in general, and the amalaites in
particular, repre.:nted ways of shoring up the social discontinui:irs
which proletarianisation and rursl dispossession cacrvied iun their waku,
white officials trnded to ascociate such forus of oagdn1satlon with a 'new
code of morals leading o dJ:ease cad destruction'. In a town where the
contours of vacial domi - tic: and the form of master-servant relation~
ships : wemed, at eve.y point, to be threatemnad, it is hardly surprising
that the arxieties of Durban's vhrite population should have f{found ox-
preszion in myths of so:ial patbnlogy constltuted around PTY htltution;
disesse and drink. Of peiticular concern was the 'dissolute "town boy'
W », as one maglstrhte put it, 'loses his 1dent1ty and- JOlnS the great
meltituce of ne'er-do-walls oxr the notorious “leita” gangs'

Durban did, however, experience a real plague in 1903. Perhaps there
wes more than & germ of truth in the claim that the:

irresponsible portion of our Native populatinn, the youth and
younger generation of 20 years and under who have grown up since
th= Zg}u War of 1879 [have] 10 conception oi our justice or our
might,”’

Thera is little doubt thet the 19C0s would have been experienced &4 &
period of heightcened social dislocatijon and ecouomic hardship for first
generation migraant workers. Moreover, the legal abolition cf the apge
regim:nts together with the traditional means whercby a youth was initi-
ated into manhoo?l (wkubuthwe), wust have impacted on youth socialisation
and the constra nts provided by the sanctions of parents, elders and
chiiefiy authority. But the ways in which youth began to employ older so-

“% NA, PRB, Book 6, Report: 28 Jan. 1901. The average wage of domestic
servants was probably L1.

“% NA, DCL, No. 548, First Municipal Conference, 1904,

®® NA, PRB, Book 7, Report 2 May 190%4; and Report 1 Aug. 1904.

«1
=

Interview with Sivetye.

82 NA, Secretary for Native Affairs (hereafter SNA), 1/1/367, 1116/1907
Report of Magistrate, Alexandra Division, 1907.

§3 NA, SNA, 1/1/367, 1116/1907, Report of Magistrate, Umlazi, 1907.
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cial forms to express new content, derived from the experience of urkan
life, were distinctly thyeatening.

White perception: of African youths' loss of the 'proper control or
£ od 1nf1uence of the old men', was endorsed by the most.prominent member
of Durban's tiny kholw. population, Rev., John Dube. In the columns of
I'langa he commented: 'You find youths...wandering about playing
concercinas, smoking cigarettes being insolent and dCflaIl, and wliced-
ing, and then you behold the foundation stone far good in a race which
was established by Tshs a, long since crumbled’.®® This increased co.zern
over vncontrolled youth can be traced tu the immeulate aftermath of tlhe
Bambatha rebellion in 1906. Not only did tlhe poll tar strike at the
frapmented peopulation of fawm and Reserve dwellers in Natal and Zululand,
it placed an additivaeal econowic burden on younger men who wern alreedy
responsible for earning income for their fathers' hut ta. For many of
tlhese youiths end yo g m2n the possibilities of accumvlat.ng movey for
ths purposes of loboia uwust have receded into an ill-defined futurc,®*®
while the mubilisation of y uth organisation for ciiminal purposes re-
mained a distinct possibility in the present.

In 1907 the first rey xrt which attempted to disaggregate the 'large
mumber of Native thieves and vagaboads' in Durban sppeared. It outlined
the existence of three types of gangs. Firstly, at leazst nine criminal
gangs each having appointed leadcers and most of which operated from some
of Durban's over 100 shebeens, Secondly, a large number of gavgs com-
prising many unemploved seven to iwenty yeax olds vho lived off ‘sneak
thieving and gamblin ~, and a third group of grngs which wes dlffcreﬂ-
tiated from the sa(upd by the name amclaita, an ability to 'wege war
against enother gang' and the presence of domestlc servants in their
ranks

These distinctions puovide vital clues to the making end tregnsforma-
tion of youth gangs in DNurban duri.g this peried. The distinction between
the cririnal housebreakers - izigebergu {probably containing a strict
hierarch, within theixr membe“shln) ancd youth gangs, was one which had becn
elluded to previously.®” It would secem reasonsble to suppuse that the
amalaita gang led by Msuluza Ngongoms, a hunchback from Mapumulo, dis-
played a form of criminal organisation akin to that of the Ninevites or
izigebengu .%® Yot the more general location of the cmaleitas ou the per-
meable boundary scpardting delinguency from hardened criminal activicy

5h

Ilang: lase Natral, & January 1907, (Translation).
5% The Natal Code of Native Law stipulated ten head of catiie as the
maximum payable for the wives. However, up to six-sevenths of African
owned cattle were lost during 1897-8 which made Jobolg extremely
difficult for young men to rdise over the following vears. See Marks,
Reluctant Rebellion, p. 128. For the magnitude of cattle losses, sce
Iuterview with Sivetye.

®% NA, SNA, 1/1/361, 197/07, R.H. Arnold to Chief Magistrate, 14 Jan.
1¢0¢7. Arnold claimed to have located six amalaita gangs with an es-
timated strength of a least 150. The number of youth gangs apperr to
have been indeterminate.

57  Superintendent Alexander was deeply concerned about tho
criminalisation of youth thiough imprisonment. He suggested that
since the government could not afford a reformatory, youths should
be placed on an old hulk in the Bay to learn a trade'. See NA, PRB,
Book 7, Report: 1 Aug. 1905.

58

Ngongoma was remembered by G. Sivetye as the "chief of the amalaitas
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confirms en interrretation of the amelajta gang as a traditionalist form
of youth organisation born of the experience of migrant labour. It is
precisely the broador strength of youth-based rituels and the solidari-
iies of the agge-group in the urban setting to which the 1907 report al-
ludes.

There wes clearly no automatic gradustion from youth group or gang to
the rarks of Jdzigebcemgu. Youth orgenisation (particularly that of the
amaleita) was locked i7¢r ruval economies and the ability of the family
to absorl the young migirant worker irio comwunities through marriage. Yet
patterns of behaviour created in town could also be transposed back into
a- rural setting. When wembeirs of one amalaita gang, possibly forged in
Johannesburg or Nurban, recturned to their kin at Sikaleni r ar Colénsc,
they were responsible for attacking policemen who had arrested some ol
their urwber. Their war cry, Shaya Kula Kuvlae! ('Hit the Coolilez!l'), wau
pessibly the product of poriicular a- 1m051t1'3 experienced in the service
sector of the urbia labour market. *% Certainly the entry of the word
amchuzu ('a town kafiir of low class') intc the Zulu language at the time,
was the product of these new conditions of life,®®

'Lawlcss Bands of Youth': Amalaitas Ascendant, 1916-1922.

In 1918, the manager of Durban's munlczpal Native Affairs Deprrtment
(NAD) moted with nome uneasivess that 'the gxadual disintegration of
tribal conditions, and the ativachmen? of some of tl Natives to industriel
habits, are influcnces whlch tend to give an elemant of perwanency to the
Netive urban popuration.'®? It was a conceri shared, but for differewt
reasops, by chief: end hom~cteea’ heads., Illegitimacy end the loosening
of parental contiv:l over joung waga-earners in towns deenly threatoneud
production relations based in the houschold. Horeover, at a time when
cattle for Iobole pey: ants woere scarce, ummarried young men ware ropori.-
edly refvsing to gay off debis to the fathers of those women by whem ¢y
had had children,

Both prostiturion end illegit aacy, then, ceme to symbolise thu ero-
sion of femily ties and houesteau authority. The genesis of this process
wes also associc od, more genexally, with the perceived disintegr.tion
of thosz youthful cofes of brhaviour and jdentities which underpinned
ceonomic and social re ations asscociated with homestead and clan. In
Durban the Iso Jo Muzi (Visilance Committee) thus came to define the
disciplin: g of youths who di-ected 'bad language' and 'unfit words' at

in Durban". Sea Interview with Sivetye. For for.- of Ninevite
orgonisation, see van Ouselen, New Nineveh, pp.182-6.

®% NA, SNA, 360, 72/07, Recoxd of Proceedings at the Enquiry intc an
Asseult on two Native Comstables, 5 Oct. 1906. Johaunes Kumalo's
chservations on the roots of animosity between Africans and Ind‘ans
are interesting. In giving evidence to James Stuart at Ladysmith in
1900 be claimed: 'There are several grave objections to the Indians
[they] ... become domestic servants in the principal places like
hotals, refreshiment places etc., thereby displecing natives'. See C.
de B. VWebb, J.B. Wright (eds.), The James Stuart Archive, Vol. 1,
(Pietermaritzburg, 1976), p. 222.

®° Also see Webb and Wripht, James Stuart Archive, Vol. 4, p. 252, n.
51.

€1 J.S. Marwick, Netives in the Larger Towns, (Durban, 1918), p.l.

62

NA, Chief Native Commisioners' Files (hereafter GNC), Minvte Papers,
199, 205/1915, Proceedings of a Meeting held at Verulam, 23 Feb. 1915.
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Africen worzn, gs one of its major duties.®?® Linked to the aggression of
the amalaita gang, such challenges may have appcared moxve threatening.
Certaiunly, beiweon 1916 and 1Y¥2i there wsgs an apparent resurgence of
ame.” alta activiiy afier a period of relative quiesence.

The First World War ushered in an era of industrial expsnsion in South
Africa. 1ln Durban the sixz of the black workforce employvad by locsl in-
dustry increesed from 7 530 in 1915-16 to 15 940 in 191¢-20.°* By 1918
local indusiry, din particular the building and food and d:iink snctors,
was capable of absorbing increasingly large novmbers of landliss or
impoverished rural Africans. Aftcer 1910 the ability of local government
to limit the size of Nuiban's African population to the labour nceds of
enployers wes considerably strengthered by the introduction of new labhnng
regisiration bye~laws in 1916. dacked by penal sanctions, these bye-laws
considerably t (htened up procedures for work regisiraition, pass and
curfew laws and cortracts of service.®® They struck particularly harslhly
at A ric#n women who were, because of extremely limited job opportunities,
invariably included in the rauks of the 'habitually idle and suspicious
class’' of blacks. Moreover, in » town where the presence of Africen women
was viewed as incompatible with the maintenance of a cheap, migrant labour
system, it was hardly surprising that the concessions to the urban African
family were extremsly measured. Those men and women whoge claims to mar-
{ied status were scuttled by an official language waich labelled them

persons of unspeakably b 4 chavacter', settled on the imsediate oui=
skirts of the town.%®

D spite the massive housing revenue generated by the municipal beer
monopoly only abont & grarvter of Dvrbr « s nearly 30 000 African workers
could be formally hovsed., Scuetimes peving exhorbitant rents to landlords
and receiving wagoes which probably ranked amcngst the lowest paid to urbhan
workers in the Union, Durbaa's africsn workers experienced the post-1216
period as one of acute cconomic hardship. Then, in 1918, steep price riies
and posi-war inflaijon precipitated workers into strike action.®’?

Less dramatic, but no less organised, was the repnrted resuvrgence of
amalaita activity after 1916. The editor of the Ne:. 1 Nercury angrily
pointed to th. ‘menacing and violent behaviour of thesc band. of native
hooligans' whora activities we'e 'visibly going frow bad to worse'.®®
Jhile admitting to 'e re-gppearance of this lieta gong nuisance' and to

€3 . Betwecn 1912 and 1916 Rev. C.C. Nyawo attempted to gain recognition

for the Iso lo Muzi without much apparent success. For exauple sce
NA, DCL No. 635, C.C. Nyawo to TC, 19 Sept. 1912.
€%  For more general indicators of industrial expansion in Durban during
this period, see Repori on Industries in Durbe.. 18915/16 - 1922/3,
Office of Census and Statistics, Special Report No. 28, FPretoria,
1924,

€* Mayor's Minute, 1917, p. 15,

85 NA, Toun Clerks' Files (hereafter TCF), 36, 49 Manager of Municipal
NAD to TC 12 Sept. 1919. Only 60 families were accommodated in
Bavmannville 'married Native Quarters' while at least 340 families
settled on the outs.irts of town,

€7 See Hemson, 'Dockworkers of Durban', pp. 161-91; and la Hausse Ch.

2.

¢%  Netal Mercury, 15 March 1916. Also see NA, Durban Magistrates' Cor-

respondence, (hercafter DMC), 506, 4/14/1037/16, Chief Magistrate to

CNC, 14 Sept. 1916,
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wealily arrests of youths for pley 1g mouth organs and congreﬂ&rlng, a
defensiva Chief Constable drnied tth the gangs werc organis. d. 'They
arc', claimed one police officer, aore of a ‘clicua sysien L of] smell
umfa&ns working close tr one another' whose act. vities were continually
broken up by the police.®® Ths fragmsntary Durban Criminal Records have,
however, left behind splintered clues which seem to attest not only to
the increase of amalaita activity during these years, but al=zo to changing
patterns end codes underlying gang sctivity.

In 1819 fcor youihs appeared in a Durban court on charges of 'congre-
gating in a body armoJ with sticks and acting in a manner likely to cause
a breach of the peace'. The “ragmeantary record of the proceedings, ren=
dared in the mostly illegible hand of an overworked magistrate, is bayoud
recovery. Yet te surviving charge shect re-affirms the comieciion be-
tireen anmzlsitas and young comestic workers: ihe accused shared thoir
youih (Lhree were eighteen years old and o' was fifteen) as well as a
common occupation in the same subu«b.’® Less apparent from this evidence,
however, is tha relatloHOHip between the subterreoncan ties and identi-
ties of migrant youth and the structure of the labour market. For it was
at iheir point of intersection that the amalaitas came into being.

In 1921 the first officiel figures reflecting the size of Dubaa's
African domestiic worker population put their numbers at 8 944. At least
7 590 of these were males, perhaps 75% of whom were below tha age of
twent! .7! Qoe man whose early job experiences might have been fairly
typic 1 of thsands of ther newly-proletarianiuzsd workers during ihis
perie-d is Laze -.s Zungn. Having been compell .1 te seek wag" lahour at the
youny age of fifteen he found work as a doaestic serv.ut at Seaview in
1918, ear-ing £2 a monih. Tt too him at lecast four vears to move out of
domestic work into the world of store hands.’? Dragooned into the seiv're
sictor young couwestic servants ranked auongst the wors’ paild of uiban
vethers. '3

The soliderities of the ege grovn (Jncanga) and the sincws of rural
homz neiworks were not however, shoitered by urban wage labour., Par-
adoxic lly, they often found ficrcer expression in the urban setiing.
Not ouly did groups of worksecirers bearing such ties attempt to find jcobs
&3 domestic servints in close proximity to oune anothexr, but their access
to such jobs wes frequently dotermined by pre-existing patterns of em-

89 NA, TCF, 110, 605, CC to TC, 15 March 1916; and J.F. MchArthur to TC
18 HMarch 1216,

7% bi, DCR, Court B, Rex versus Makasonke Mbambo and 3 others, 17 Nov.
1919,

Y See Cemsus, 1921, Part VIII, U.G. 40-24 and R.H. Smith, Labour Re-
sources of Natal (Cape Town, 1950), pp.65-8. Bmith explains the ra-
1&tionsh1p between vouth and domestic work in the following terws:

"It is an occupation in which their immaturity and their ignorance

of wroan life place them at the least disadvantage, and it has evi-
deﬂt1y been the means of introducing many Natives to urban employ-
ment'. (p.68).

72 Interview with L. Zungu.

¥ In 1920, rough estimates of workers wages were as follows: Togt
workers 18s per week, domestic servants £2 to £3.10 a month, with food
end lodging, ricksha pullers up to £6 a month, store workers £2.10s
to £4 a month, indunss up to £5 a month and artisans up to £3 a week.
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ployment in each subuzh.”® With the hiph turnover of jobs in tha service
sector it is likely too that Jor time ¢-mestic wor! in particular suburbs
became identified witn youtirs who shared cotmon Lies of kin or clan. It
scems thei many amalaita gangs were en expression of these existing youth
solidarities in particuler suburbs. Moreover, their mobilisation appears
to have been part of & broader struggla: which involved the utilisation
of accessible cultural repertoires e -1 ritual forms to d-fevd the integ-
rity of the group in the face of competition from "outsidgera”.

One court case is especially illuminating in this regard. In 1916
eighteen stick-wielding y.ouths Jed by Mapandhle Dhladhla were arrested
ard charged with public vielence. Eleven of the sizteen found guilty
h:iled from Ndwedwe, all were biitween the adges of sixteen and eighteen
and nios: were subjects of Chief Kemanga. The evidence also suggest. that
wost, if not all, bore the mark of domestic service: a red-triracd calico
uniform. '° Clesrly, for msay newly-proletarianised workers the potential
depredations and loss of identity which accompanied wage labour could be
partially met th~ough an ageressive affirmation of the ties of age and
kin which some amalaita gangs embodied.’® When welded along svburban lines
and derined against similarly constituted groups the amalaitas might have
appoared more as 'street armies" than " houseboys who disappoar like
rebbits the moment the police appear'.??

Today many old men remember, with the animatic. of youth, the appar-
ently arbitrary violiace of the amalaiias - at least soms of them having
suifered bruised bodies #s a result of gang attacks.’"” Yet what is also
apparent from the 'r teztimonies are the amalaitas’' codes of behaviour and
patterns of crganisatioa. Th: conflicis between amolaita gangs were mo. o
obviously played out over territory. Amalaita 'sections' were, it appears
forged on distinct suburban lines: Sydenham, Greyville, Botanic CGordens
and the Peint, all spawned gangs with reputations for viclence.’? Clashes
batween g 3 up to fifty din streigih could be initiated with a verxbal
challenge ¢ an iusult directed ei the poor quality of mou ' h organ playing
amorgst the opposing gang. In th. wmfide which followed, heads might be
broken but fatalities were rare.®®

Tt is difficult to say to what extent inter-gang fighting was linked
to the historical aniniosities and fevds bascd in rural societies, although
the clan composition of some amalaites cocld have made this a distinct
possibility. What is clearer, however, is that the reporied 'vutbreaks'

" Not least becausc 'home boys' swapped passes freely and returned to
rural areas only after having organised a friend or kin member to
roplace them. Sce Interview with A. TYshabalala and C. Kumalo by P.
la Hausse, Durban, 28 Aug. 1986.

78 NA, DCR, B Court, Rex versus tlapandhla Dhladhla and 18 others, 3 Jen.
1916.

76

For possible examples of this see NA, DCR, C Court, Rex versuvs Hlobolo
and 10 others, 25 Jan. 1915;C Court, Rex versus Ngcibi Miikazeli and
&4 other, 17 March 1917; and B Court, Rex versus M. Mbambo, 17 Nov.
1919,

7T NA, TCF, 110, 605, CC to TC, 15 March 1916.

7% Interview with C. Kumalo, by P. la Hausse, Bruntville, Mooi River, 1
Sept.1986; and Interview with F. Zondi.

% Interview with L. Zungu; and Interview with F. Zondi.

g0

Interview with F. Zondi.
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of gang activity at particular moments tended to coincide with peviods
of ijucregsed ecoromic hardship and the arrival of waves oif newly
proletarianised woikseckers in town.®* This in turn intensified levels
of police repression. In tbe five yecars fg9llowing 1916, arrests for
vagrancy, drunkenness and breach of the paace increased d;anghlcally
The 'st. 'y stream of arrivals from the country districts' during this
period pioubably reculted in iutemsified jub competition arongst blacks
Th- potential 1hree; which this influx could have po°t1 to exisiing net»
works amongst 'houseboys' seems to have been met wi h increasingly violent
mobilisatic: of amalaites.®?® lhe assertion of age and clan identities Ly
young first geners ion jobseckers th-orseli s would have, if anything,
increased tha possibility of wore vi . nt conflict,

in Durban's white t king cla:s suburbs whera young domestic workers
might have bcen driven .. xder and paid pasticulsily low wages, amalaites
appear tuv have taken oa & distinct charvacter. Certainly, two amalaita
'sections' located in the poower suburbs of thas Puint and (reyville earned
# reputation f{or fexocity which was, no doubt, accompanied by a greatex
willingness to engage in petty theft and incorporate unemployed youth into
their vanls.

Yet if many amalaite gangzs representod a fansive and- often violent
response to wage labour, urban conditions of life also co. ' inually
transformed their cultural repertoires and forms of organisation. In some
ceses the vesilience of age a-d kin ties tenmied to bo replaced by tuz
comradeship of the workplace f - rged relatively independently of such
netyorks. The collective membership of one Point amslaite gang, for ex-
giiple, did aot clesrly reflect the solidarities of either age grovping
or kin ties, but rether the patterns of diwination and subordination as-
sociated wiith the vorkplace end the barrack., Mobletovu Zir.sla, a forty
year old indune &% Renauds' bair. acls, wa the leader of this gaug which
appears to have c - aprised rainly stevedonus whose aver . -e ape was twanty
seven.® If strikes were one dockworker response to declining real wages,
geng formation might have been another.

As periods of wage labour were ¢ awp out by rural impoverishment or
dispossession, it is likely thet urben ¢ nditions of life, at lcast for
some workers, ca.ie to constitute the bedrock of their experience. One
&1ternaf1ve for those Uho were unchle or r1:fused to be incorporated iuto
the more "rcspectablc” ranks of clerks, mestcngers, artisans or workers,
and who had lost the option of re=absorption into rural society, was Lo
join the ranks of an emerging crimingl underclass. One amalaita gang which

"1 This tends to confirm van Onselen's periodisation of amalaita activ-

ity. See C. van Onselen, New Nineveh, pp.57-9.
®2  Arrests for vagrancy jumped from 710 in 1915 to 2 411 in 1917 while
arrests for breach of the peace increascd from 454 to 760 during the
same period. See Kayor's liinute, for the years 1915-17.
8? Deaths as a result of amalaita activity started being reported again
after 1916, See NA, T7F, 110, 605, CC to TC, 15 March 1916.

8%  Tnterview with §. Mtshali by P. la Hausse, Umlazi, 26 February 1987.

°S NA, DCR, C Court, Rex versus M. Zimela and 15 others, 3 Jan. 1919,
Interestlngly élmela s position as leader of the gang was clearly
related to his position as an induna which itself probably related,
at least, to his age. The number of gang members from particular
districts was follows: Mtunzini (3), Eshowe (3}, Melmoth (2), Ixopo
(1), Camperdown (1), Bulwer (1), Ngutu (1), Hlabisa (1) and Cape
Province (1). -
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showed signs of having intergrated strong elements of urben criminal
sub-culture into their repertoise was the Amckosi peng. Its terrain of
actvivity coiprised the sl uoecns and dancehalls of Overport whevr in 1922,
thirty of its n wber were arrested for attacking revellerxs, & they po-
licemen, at a 'creole' dance organised by one American George. Jouii re-
cords put the average age of twue pang at 23 and suggest that membexship
was confined to domestic workers or the permanently unemployed. 0f par-
ticular interest however is the fact that over half of the thirty accused
shared sixty-four previous convictiuns between them. These ranged from
culpable homicide, house breaking and theft and rssault to gambling, de-
sortion, pass foigc y and liquor offences,®®

It ‘s more than por<ible that members of the Amakosi gang had co ~ in»
contdnt wiih ilbe c¢iv nal networks of the Ninevites who wer¢ acivive in
Durban's Posut Prisou at this tiwe.®7” Indeed, in a town where ihe control’
of workers was achieved through rigorous peolicing and criminal sanctions
attached to la..r repressive laws, it is not surprising that many
\fricans should have, at least, been exposed to elements of & ¢ imina!l
sub-cvlture. Yet pormanent lumpenproletarian criminality was not the in-
eviteble outcome of amalaita activity. Unlike the leader of the Ninevites,
Jan Note, who claimed towards ti.e end of his criminal career that he bad
'long lost all toueh with his people',®? the identity of amalaita youth
would have beon, fox the most part during this peried, closely bovnd up
with a rural past. Even the Amakosi gany., as their nam2 suggests, perhaps
ali o nourished the hon of a reitvwrn, in some fo.'a, to the land and the
homestead. There can be little doubt, however, that for some morriageabhle
young men such & return became increazsingly difficult afte - the First
World Wer.®®

As early as 1904 the Durban Sugerintendent of Police had noted that
the 'Nutive Convict' was regarded 'more in the light of Hei.. than Criwmi-
nal' by 'his owu people'.®® Even if Chi itian vernacular newspapers celled
for & meeting of the 'old men' (ulNdunankulu) to suggest ways of dc¢ 'ing
with uncountrolled emalaita activiiy,’? it szeems that the gamgs had the
tacit, if not unamhiguous, sunport of the African labouring poor during
this pcriod. There are sucgestions thr ¢t where local governiment and whita
townspeople saw 'lawless bands of youth', African workers might have re-
gparded amalaita activiiy as emblemstic cf personal liberty in a time of
political and economic oppression.”? Certainly, Fanyana Zondi, an induna

86  See NA, DCR, C Court, Rex vs Matshinga Zulu and 29 others, 28 June
1922.

Y See Annval Roport of the Dircctor of Prisons for the Year 1919, UG

54 -'20, p.48. In 1919 'a Nincvite affair was dicovered, wherein it

was planned to throw the European warders overboard from the ferry

boat while crossing the bay'.

8% See NA, CNC, 265B, 2065/1916, SNA to CNC, 6 Dec. 1916. Also see
Charles van Onselen's useful discussion and qualifiration of the ur-
ban, lumpenproletarian nature of Ninevite criminality, New Nineveh,
pp. 193-5.

8% It is interesting to note that many members of the Amakosi gang would

have started working in the punishing economic conditions which set

in during the First World War.

®% See NA, PRB, Book 7, Report: 1 Aug. 1904,
91 Sce Izindaba Zabantu, 1 May 1916.

®2 Cf. P. 0'Malley, 'The Class Production of Crime: Banditry and Class
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for wuch of his working 1life, did not regard amalaita gang mewbers as
criminals wntil the later 1930s.°?

Seen in thi~ light it would be tempting to cast the amalaitas into th
mould of youthiul social bendits.®® But what were t'2 precise limits of
the amalaita gangs' rebellion ? In many ways age was used to reinforce
the potentia! wmarginaliity of African youth in Durban. The awmalaita geng
might heve provided a refuge from which the young worker could define
himself in relation to his exclusion from the world of older married men
(amae »da), hin inebility to drisk in municipal beerhalls®® and his po-
tentially demeani: g and subservient pos’ tion a= 'Jim' or 'Sixpence' iu
the hot kitcheus of Durbsn's white townspeople. There was also a forth-
right econowic basis to such exclusion on the besis of #ge. In 1918, John
Dube, as spokeswman fo: striking workers, deamanded dii erential wuge in
crea es basad or age.?®

Moreover, 1.moved from the social constraints of the family and de-
p ived of those rites of passage which jnitiated youth iuto adult socieiy,
young workers wore left to develop their own prtterns of behaviour in ways
appropriate to their new-found status within & particular stratum of urban
workers. This teadency towards marginality mwst have given youth added
impetus to affirm their identity in relation to those resources over vhich
they did have some control: physical strength, sexuality, and domestic
work.®? It is likely, too, that when the particular ritual: associated
with rural youth were reconstituted in an urben setiing they e.cerged in
a form which conferred on inter-youth conflict a n-.vel competitiveness
and viclenc:..

Although a great deal of amalaita activity focussed on strugsles be-
tween gengs owor tervitory, the gangs also directed violence et other
targets. Ou numzrous occasions black merbers of the Borough Poli @ were
attacked, beaten and sowmatimes stabbed by amslaitas. At one leavsl the
recsons for thig znimos’iy are obvious. In attempting to enfuice breach
of the pegce ond curfcy bye-laws policemen freguently encountered
amalaitas in suburban strests. Dlack policemen, however, were also known
for the.r brutulity asd their "rgrorance".*® For the amalaites, in par-
ticular, it is likely that thesc pulicemen not only a symbolised cull-"z=

Stiategies in Englend nnd Australia', im S§. Spitzer (ed.) Research
in Law gnd Sociology, Vol. 3, p.188.

®3 Interview with F. Zounii. 8. Mtshali, who was in Durban during the
early twentics, simply regards analaitas as 'naughty boys'. See
Interview with S. Mtshali.

®%* Eric Hobsbawm notes that the social bandii will be "young ¢.d single
or uwnattached, if only because it is much harder for a nen Lo revolt
against the apparatus of power once he has family responsibilities".
See Primitive Rebels (Manchester, 1978), pp. 17-18.

*Y  Interview with S. Ndhlovu.

96

Sec Central Archives Depot (hereafter CAD), Secretary of Justice
files (hereafter JUS), 270, £/267/18, Petition on J. Dube on behalf
of Native Workers. Interestingly one rcason for chiefs resentment of
isibalo was that young boys were paid the same wages as older men.
See Marks, Reluctsnt Rebellion, p. 45.

°7 Cf. J.S. La Fontaine, 'Tvo Types of Youth Group in Kinshasa
(Leopoldville)', in Mayer and Mayer (eds.), Socialisation, p.208.

% Interview with Kumalo and Tshabalala; and Interview with Sivetye.

Also c¢f. van Onselen, New Nineveh, p.188.
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oration with oppressors, but also presented young workers with a plysical
image of their own colonised status. Siguificanily, black policemei were
derided as glignishingelsia ~ "those who march in a straight line".®® For
amalaita pongs who drew on fighting idioms rooted in older traditions of
Zu.u militarism it mig.t have been an especially apposite ter... Certainly
the viclence which they directed at black policemen would tend ito confirm
this.

The limits placed vpon, srd the consc.ovsness underpinning a-alaitas'
rituals of rebellion is suvggested by the iconcgraphy of their dress. In
a town where workers' clothcs frequently signalled their position within
the African workforce it is not surprising that dress could have beecn made
to assume different meanings. Gangs reinforced their control over terri-
tory by developing colle .tive sywbols of membership. Clothes wight be
embroidered with different coloured patterns or par.icul.r items of
clothing could he worn by gengs in specific Jocalitie:.'®’ Thus members
of the 'Black Band' gang of Botanic Gardens g1l wore black-ribboned
hats.®* Symbols with a particular hi”LOILL 1l resonance, sach as the
umshokobezi, were worn by ¢  least one ge .~.'*? The unshokober (oxtails
bound round the head) was o traditional Zu1u war emblem which hed beeu
used by armed rebels in 1206. Uns specting wirkers traversing thc terraia
bounded by thesc symbols could be morcilessiy beaten.®?

It wes in the face of increasingly vieolent gang activity in the post-
war period thet locel goverrwent introduv. =d new legislstion prohibitiug
the carrying of a rang - of different sticks by Africans. Undoubtedly it
was the amashize of i : amalaitas which was the more specific target of
the legislation.®®® Whether the legislation had the desired effect i3
debatable, for at le 3t one gang substituted their sticks with wvuhrella. |
possibly charpened #i¢ ihe end.

Th~ obwious copreity for violence which was display-1 by the amalaita
gani s was elso huwever, roonted in & deep defensjvenebs. To some extent
this is illustrated by the emergence of the isihebohaba - ‘grouns of do-
rastic sryovents who appropriated female styles of dresc and enpaged in
homus exne Lity, 298 In 1917 it was reported tha:t 'large numbers' of
is/habakaba - wostly 'very good house servants' - had emerged in Durban.
The relationship betwezen the amalaitas and the gangs is unclear,'®® but
certainly the r tizhtly knit organisation resonated strongly with that

°9  Interview with Ngcobo.

100 Tnterview with Rumalo and Tshabalala.

10} Naral Hercery, 14 Ma.ch 1916.

182 Sae NA, DCR, Rex versus M. Dhladhla and 18 others.

193 Interview with Zondi; and Interview with Kumzlo and Tshabalala.

104 8ce NA, TCF, 103, 4567B, Nativer Carrying sticks - Amendmi nt of General
Bye-Law No., 7., 1920,

19% NA, CNC, 341, 327171918, Det. Stevens (SAP) to Pietermaritzburg CID,
2 0-t. 1917. There are a number of historical examplcs of young men
dressing in women's clothing. See, for example, Gillis, Youth and
Histo.y, p. 33, p. &5.

108 Although J.S. Marwick claimed that all amalaitas were o'Ngingili (or

sodomites). Sce Natives in the lLarger Towns, p. 10. Their sexual

relationship was similar to hlobonga - a form of external intercourse
widely practiced by young Zulu men and women before marriage.
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of the gangs. Their use of hloniphs vocabulary,'®? "marriage" ceremonies
and collective funds for the payment of fines all scomed to underscore a
cultural distinctivencss &ud defensive autonomy.

In many ways, then, amalaita gangs were inward-looking, conservative
gioupings w )se men' ers were attached to rural identities and traditionsl
ioioms. They were social only within well-defined limits ovtside of which
the had a remarkable capacity fo:x violence. Their rebellion seldom ex-
ter -1 further than attacks directcd at particular symbols of thei- op-
prec..lon which were phrased in a languag:. of traditiomal sm. Although
their identification with the sul-culture of habitusl criminals was not
unambiguous, they showed signs, at particular moments, of recidiwvisi. Yct
clearly, too, their reperloires showed evidence of transforma*ion and
their organisational forwms sigas of innnvation. The gans,. also possessed
an orgauisetional Lasis and culiture {rom which mu.e direct challenges to
their conditions of oppression could be launched.

For excuple, in 1919 the Nggolayomlilo (Fiery Wanons), an amalaita gang
probably from Greyvills (possibly comrising dochkworkers), was inveolved
ia a running battle with police.'”” It appc:rs that the gang had attacked
en Armistice Day celebration at which the municipal NAD bad organised food
hand-outs for workers. At a time when workers were striking for higher
wages tizir action was hardly surprising. Particularly sugguestive, how-
ever, is the fact that one o0ld men remembers the WNggolapomlilo as en
ibut?ggand certainly their name is remarkably evocative of a regimental
one.

TFrom Amslaitas to Amacowboys': Youth, Amalaitas and Portlar Politics,
19251830,

In 1931 Violet Sibusisiwe Makhanya wrote: 'The parentsl and tribal
control of the days of Tghaka, Moshash, Hintsa asnd Ihama have died a na-
tural death'.'!? Tt was an observation upon which John Dul. elaborated
in his n:morandum before the Nalive Economic Commission dur.ng the same
year. 'There have arisen', bhe claimed, 'certain groups of Natives who
cannot be retribalised again under the system as it was hefore the white
man came'.'! In a society increasingly characteriscd by its class an-
tagonisms, Dube found himself ambiguously drawn towards segregationist
notions of 're-tribalisation". His prescriptions for black South

%7 This word literally means to have shame or shun through bashfulness,

and afcrted women mostly. See Krige, Social System, pp. 30-1.

1%% See NA, DMC, 513, 27/551/9, Chief Magistrate to CNC, 8 Aug. 1919. The
gang was either from the Point or Greyville. It is possible that its
membership comprised dockworkers since both at Greyville and at the
Point there were high concentrations of dochkworkers housed in
barracks. This might also account for the fierce vreputation of the
gangs in these two arcas.

199 Interview with Zungu. This informent also remembers Lhe gang as

'prominent in the amalaita class'. Although a Zulu royal regiment was

established in 1918 and another in 1925 it appears that by the 1920s

the regimental system had largely disappeared. Interestingly, how-
ever, tlhe Makhanya people on the South Coast of Natal had active
regiments in the 1920s. See D.H. Reader, Zulu Tribe in Transition

(Manchester, 1966), pp. 275-80. '

110 y.S. Makhanya, 'The problem of the Zulu Girl', Netal Native Teachers'

Journal, Vol. X, No.3, April 1931, p. 119.

111 y.W., CPSA, NEC, AD 1438, Box 12, Evidence of J.L. Dube before NEC.
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Lfricans, however, hinged on one importent premisa: that 'detribalised’
Africans - those who vere educated, individuvel land owners, urban artisans
or white-collar workcrs - should be accomn .dated on differcntial poli~
tical and social lines.

It was a point which Durban's Joint Council was at pains to make. The
Council urged & recognition of the 'difference be ween the umfaan of 16
and 17, the respectable adult kraal native, sasnd the growing class of ed~
urated nsirive clerks, teachers, artisans etc.'*'? If this optimistic vi-
sion foundered in the face of government intransipgence, by the later
twenties it was alsce lwplicitly challenged {rom below by the swelling
numbers of dispossessed African urban-dwellers frequeatly 'contaminated
with the criminal classes'. Ironically, teoo, it was from the fractured
ranks of Dube's own e¢ls s that his vision was challenged: from the lower
middle class leadership of the Indusirial and Commeircizl Workers' Union
which established branches in Durbs: and the countryside of Natal after
1925.

Tha social dislocation which i-mstrialisation in South Africa hed
carried in its wake was exacerbated after tl : mid-twenties by the inten-
sified capitalisation of agriculture. In Natal, the expansion of sheecp
farmirg eand wattle plantations in particular, led to the mass eviction
of lusour tenant: and the impoverishment of many more. These conditions
provided the crucible in which the ICU was transformed into a mass move-
ment  s.oking freedova from worsening conditions of oppression.®'?

For those Africans who wexe pushed into towns, conditions were gener-
ally no less bleak. By 1925 Sydenham, Mayville, Cato Maror and South Coast
Junciion were supporting over 22 000 Africans, three qu.rters of whom were
living &s families, ani many of whom worked in Durban.®'® Unable to find
work and dcsperate fu  additional family incomes, mauy fenr. le members of
these households resorted to the illcgel brewing of becr. In Durban itself
half of Durban's &40 000 African workers were living in municipal barracks.
Even in real terms their wages had barely risen, and in somz cases had
declined, during the 1920s.''® Rising levels of worker exploitation were
coupled with increasing levels of coercion. The Urban Aress Act and a
battery of labour-repressive bye-laws tightened up control over work.rs'
daily lives. It was in this context that the ICU's Dur’ an Branch captured
the imagination of workers through a sustaincd and generally successful
campaign of litigation aimed at oppressive bye-laws and unfair employment
practices.''® Yet the attewpis by Union leadership to consolidate these

112 University of South Africa (hereafter UNISA), ICU Microfilm, Reel 1,

Extract from Report of Joint Council of Europeans and Natives, June
1930.

113 See H. Bradford, 'The Industrial and Commercial VYorkers' Union of
South Africa din the South. African Countryside, 1924-1930', Fh.D,
Thesis, U.W., 1985.

114 These peri-urban areas which were a de facto part of Durban, were

incorporated into the city of Durban in 1932. Sydenham alonc s pported

an African population of at least 10 000 in the later twenties. In

1925, half of Mayville's African population of & 000 comprised women

and children. See Ni, TCF, 48, 487, Report of Health Committee of

Durban Joint Council, 1925,

135 See NA, TCF, 63, 467, Evidence of Durban Town Council te NEC, March

1931,

See la Hausse, 'Struggle for the City', pp. 144-52, for a fuller
discussion of this campaign.
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victories met with ambigvovs succecs, especially after the Natal branch
of the Union seceeduld £rcs the national unien in 19%8.

The fierce populism which Union officials succeeded in moulding tended
to dissemble the extent to which the ICU yase Natal was a vehicle for the
class interests of its lradership. Between 1929 and 1930 the Union's
lecadership was radicalised from below by its jncreasingly desperate
consiituency, resulting in fierce riots in June 1929 and a vyear-long
boycott of municipal beerhalls. Yet popular support for the Union remained
dependent on the &ahility of the Union to mect rank-and-file demands fox
higher wages. It was during the omset of depression and the restoucturiug
of Durban's lahour market that the CPSA succeeded in drawing a lirge
section of the ICU's disillusioned and desperate mewbership into its 1930
pass- purning cawpaign.t?’

It might be expected that these processts of closs fornation and mass
political mobilisation, combined with new levels of rural impoverishment
and depression, should bhave served to refashion the nature of amalaita
gang activit:. Although it is difficult to trace patterns of gang activity
through official records, during this period, wh te the gangs do appear,
they do so iu two apparently new contexts. Firstly, i. the slum comnuni-
ties on the boundeties of the town and, secondly, in the rhetoric, at
least, of ICU organisers. Moreover, the amalaita gang camnc to provide a
motif for  Theightened government and 1liberal concern over the
'demoralisation of the Native' and the 'making of criminals',?!??®

The atteck by an amalaite gang on a white man in Mayrille in 1924 was
possibly &4 unusual occcurwence, less so however, was the incidence of
knife-gssavlts by 'ill-disposed end Thabitually idle wmatives in
Durban'.'!® Bv the enc of 1975 it weas with a degree of nostalgia that
Police renori- invoke. the gengs of ihe imasediate post-war period. Such
reports fivtac. blur an glready difficult distinction between the
amalaite grngs compused of domestic servants between the age: of iwelve
and twerty snd those of older lumpen-crinineis. The reinforcement of young
workers' exclusion from adult society produced psrticular patterus of
cultural cxpression which both intersected with, and remrined dis” inct
from, ecriminal sub-culture.'®® For older lunpen-criminals their
marginality was defined more in terms of the dysjuncture between newly-
emerging social and economic responsibilitics and the possibilities
available {1« thedr fulfillment.

As the testimony of a number of old ex-domestic workers suggests, many
young men attempted to secure better-paid jobs after working a few years
as houseboys'.'?? This tremsition was no doubt relaied to increased

17 For these struggles see l'. la Hausse, 'The Message of the Warriors:

The ICU, the Labouring Poor and the Making of a Popular Political
Culture in Durban', unpublished paper, 1987.

NA, TCF, 48, 467B, Manager, Municipal NAD to TC, 3 Nov. 1925.
119 CAD, JUS, 270, 4/157/18, District Commandaut, SAP to Deputy Commis-
sionexr, SAP, 21 July 1924; and alsc see, NA, TCF, 48, 467B, CC to TC,
3 Nov. 1925,

2% In its evidence before the NEC Durban's Join® Council emphasized the
juvenile nature of amalaita activity. See U.W., NEC, AD 1438, Box 6,
Minutes of Evidence, pp. 6325-27.

121 This was the experience of at least three informants. Sce Interview
with Zungu; Interview with S.Ngcobo by P. la Hausse and E.Mbele,
Umlazi, 26 Feb. 1987; and Interview with Zondi. Zungu started working
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pressure on the individual to accumulate wealth for Iobola, remit wages
to homesteads and to cover an increased tax burden after 1225.'%% Yet many
v rkers must have struggled to c{fect this transition in a period of in-
creased levels of exploitation, unemployment and depre sion. One alter-
native might have been to inject traditonalist forms of youth organisation
with the content of urbeu lumpen-criminality.

Charles Dube pointed o  these differential processes of
criminalisation in a 1929 Mission Report. He indicatel the existence of
three kinc; of gangs, all 'well organised', in Durban. Firstly, those
living off earnings prised cut of gambling operations,®?? sccoudly,
‘lieta ganrgs composed mostly of umfaans' end l:d by full grown men. And,
finally, 'skebengas' who 'if nccessary take the life of any person' and
'break up stores and steal'.??" At least some of this gang activity, as
Ilube acknowledged, was generated by massive social dislocation. Gang-
forma iona must have been one response to conditions where family life was
skewed by overciowding and cconomic hardship.'2% In explaining their
membership of gangs some of Dube's informants claimed;

We are required to pay for the Poll tax, lodging and boarding, and

if we cannot find employment quick enough, we get arrested and

lodged in jail...when we come out we have to look sharp and try to

do something to make a living. Th2 wages as a rule are low and we

cant 7t make ends meet and the next thing we are compelled to steal,

gamule, or gebenga...Most cf these organisations have funds and are
_able to assist their fellowmen when they are in trouble.??

Ggovala Dhlamini, the lezder of the Point amalaira gang in 1917, testi-
fied to the ways in which ihe composition and structure of the gangs we
su ject to continual change. Spoaking as a "respectable' employee of ten
years standing in 1929, he claimed to know 'maiy of the colder Lieta
Leaders'. In a climate of in' rnse rank-and-file militancy, however, there
were 'many new ones' whom be did not know.!?7 The formation of an amalaita
gang by Chief Jono in the later twenties was probably a defensive reaction
to increasing population pressure on the outskirts of Durban. If so, it
soon assumed the predatory character apparently shaired by an increasiug
mumber of gangs, and was responsible for 'terrorising' the shack popu-
lation of the district.'?

in 1918 while both Ngcobo and Zondi first took jobs as domestic
workers in the early thirties.

122 The tax burden on young, unmarried African males increased with the
passing of the Native Taxation and Development Act {1925).

*2? For rigged gambling operations in Durban in the twenties sec Interview
with Kumale and Tshabalala.

12% The Natal Missionary Conference, Aunual Report, (Lovedale, 1929) pp.
15-17.

12% By 1930 most African familijes must have been sturggling to make ends
meet meet. For family budgets sece U.W., CPSA, NEC, AD 1438, A note
on sowe Native Budgets, Durban Joint Council, 1928.

126

liissionary Conference Report, p. 16.

127 GAD, JUS, K22, Box 2, Native Unrest in Durban - Affidavits and
Statements, No.23, G. Dhlamini, 12 Nov. 1929,

126 NA, SNA, 444, 3053/09, J. Dube to CNC, 7 Dec. 1927. Part of Sydenham

fell under Chief Jono's area of jurisdiction. Significantly, he was
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The processes of class-formation vhich threw urban gengs into being
also served to mould emerging urba: undarclass identitics and styles.
The abc 8fi, for ex ple, sigualled thair self-consciovs urbanism
through their dress - wide open shiits, coloured scarves and Oxford bags
tied belcs the knee.'?’ Reuben Caluza, who wove the abaghafi into the
lyrics of his songs, described them as 'modern men...who mishehave and
no longer return home', !*? Lookirg in from the pollfe e iges of tha urban
social ord:t, memberﬂ of Durban's embattled African JhtelllgLnLL$1a
characterised the hetelogencons mixture of detribalised Natives' as a
'problem within a problem'.!*' Their unease was focused not simply on the
rituals and symbols ausociated with the 'de.gerous classes', but on the
alternat.ive values denoled hy such patterns of behaviovr. It was preciscly
the autonomy of the beer brewer, the rest.lessness of the abaghafi and the
rebellion of the cuzlaita which carried with then the poteutial for other
kinds of collecctive mobilisation.

Indeed, in 1929 a Natal Natlve Congress meetirg attended by 'several
chiofs and respectable Natives' was interrupted by a stick-wielding
amalaita gaug which forced Joan Dube to make a less than respectable de-
pas fure out of «.e of t.: windows they had smashed. The reason for the
attack was apparuntly related to Jlenga's crltic1sm of 'all night dances
and was organlsed by 'certain leaders and agents'. In short, by the'riff
raff of the Union' = ICU activists.!?®? Then, a few months later durlng
the height of the beer buycott, black police 1n£ormants reported that "all
the Lietas today are in league with the ICU'.3'?®

It is difficult to gauge the extent to which amalaita gangs in Durban
were incorporated into Union organisation during the turbulent 1929-30
period. Nor is it clear which gangs mighi have boecn dravn inte the Union.
Yet, embeddcd in the local context are numerous clues wihich suggest thet
this mobilisation could have been fairly extensive. As ruaral refugees,
as artisans whose skills had bzen develued aad as victirs of a racially-
oppressive scciety the lo-er r'ddle class leadership of Dulban . ICU was
well*placed to identify with the daily struggles of the town's predomi-
nantly migrant workforce. Posterity has cast A.11.G. Champlon, the Secre-
tary of the Natel ICU, in a variety of wmoulds: from '"city boss" to
upwardly mobile (and corrupt) urban entrepencur. Yet his abilities as a
cultural brol r vhe was sensitive to the experlences and mental worlds
of his constituency, have been largely ignored.?

1o provide a crucial link between ICU supporters in this srea and
Union officials in Durban in 1929,
128 A, Vilakazi refers to the abaghafi as the tsotsis of the trenties and
thivties. In fact it would appear that the abaghafi represented a
self-conscious urban-based innovation on analaita traditionalism.
See Zulu Transformations (Pietermarjtzburg, 1965), pp. 76-7. Ac-
cordlng to informants abaghari means "drinkers" or more evocatively,
"drinkers of spirits" (white man's liquor). See Interview with Zondi.

120 7ovedale Sol-fa Leaflets, 7C, U Bhungca (ama Oxford Bags).

13 ylanga lase Natel, 5 April 1929.

132 7langa lase Natal, 5 April 1929.

133 cAD, JUS, K22, Box 2, Affidavits and Statements, No. 23, G. Dhlamini,

12 Nov. 1929. Also see No. 27, C. Nxaba, 12 Nov. 1929 and No. 34, T.
Myeza, 13 Nov. 1929,

13% T have attempted to draw this out in my 'Message of the Warriors'
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The success of the Union's populism hinged, at least in the short term,
on its ability to create and provide for the expression of a common sense
of identity amongst workers. The fiery political message of Union leaders'
y hlic speeches was reworked within the confines of the dancehall. Cul-
i :al idioms ranging from ragtime, brass bands and mission choirs to
Isdeatamiya and ngoma served to boih express and disguise emerging class
distinctions within Durban's African population. Thus, the self-
conscious mobilisation of traditicnal idioms by young male domestic
workers through ngoms dance could underscore the populist message of the
Union. It is also likely that an ngoma song performed by 'houseboys', some

of whose words ran: 'Who has taken our country from us ? Come Out ! Let
us Fight !', would have found a deep resonance well beyond their own
rapks.!%% Significantly, too, it was at C.)). Tusi's dancehall that

Champion held secret meetings with amalaita leaders, possibly to organise
beerhall pickets.

At times Lhe Union, at least in its public aspect, took on an appear-
ance more in character with a popular militia than an organised trade
union. Most Unjon meetings were stamped with the presence of stick-
wielding groups singing regimental anthems (amhubo lamabutho) and also
militias such as the ICU Mob Crowd and Women's Auxiliary, who 'dressed
in uniform and carried sticks in military positions'. In a town where
Union meetings could be posipoued because of the inability of domestic
workers to attend meetings, it is probable that repertoires associated
with youth gangs were absoibed into popular culture.

There might have also been contingent reasons for the infusion of more
lumpen forms of criminal sub-culture into the Union. In August 1929 six
prominent officials of the Union were arrested and sentenced to several
months imprisonment for addressing a prohibited meeting. It may hava been
coincidental, but three months later rumours of an intended gaol mutiny
broke out. Perhaps with the memory of a Ninevite combination in 1927 still
fresh in their minds,!®® local police tool the rumour seriovusly. Moreover,
Union leaders had claimed that if imprisoned, they would 'commence a se-
cret propaganda school' in gaol with the ‘object of causing a mutiny'.'*?
Perhaps there was some reagson other than personal whim which encouraged
Champ%gg to glory in the name 'King of the Criminals' at the end of
1929.

At the time of Champion's deportation from Natal by the Minister of
Justice in October 1930 amalaita support for the ICU was invoked at mass
meetings. Hamilton Msomi, for example, viclently pronounced that:
'Champion was the leader of the Amlieta gangs in Durban and District
fand] that in consequence of [his] removal these gangs [will}] buy uj;. all
knives from thec stores in Durban and use them freely'.!®® In the same
breath Msomi announced that the ICU was 'firmly rooted in all the kitch-

13% See M. Perham, African Apprenticeship (New York, 1974), pp. 196-9.

13€ Annual Report of the Director of Prisons for 1927, UG. 42-28 quoted
in C. van Onselen, ''"The Regiment of the Hills": South Africa's
Lumpenproletarian Army 1890-1920', Past and Present, No. 80, 1978.

137 NA, DMR, 1/9/2/1, R.H. Arnold to District Commandant, SAP, 30 Oct.
1929,

138 CAD, JUS, 922, 1/18/26, Part 24, Det. Hobbs to Dist. Commandant, SAP
25 November 1929,

13% CAD, JUS, 923, 1/18/26, Part 28, Det. R.H. Arnold to Officer in

Charge, CID, 6 Oct. 1930. Also see Statement of Det. Andrews, Oct.
1930.
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ens'. The extent of amalaita involvement in ICU activities which frag-
mentary evidence suggests, necds to be tempered with a broader
understanding of rank-an.--file militan y. One cannot help noticing, how-
ever, one recurrent motif in the sneec .es of activists during late 1930:
the 'houseboy'. For example, Johannes Nkosi, the ex-'houseboy' who became
secretary of the CPSA in Durban, called on domestic workers ('slaves to
women in kitchens') to: 'carry your puddings to us on Dingaan's Da¥...they
do not belong to your missus, they belong to you who cooked it'.'®?

Cf course there were sound political reasons for aPpeals directed at
domestic wotrkers. Durban's estimated 16 000 'houseboys' were still carn-
ing punishingly low wages of batween £1 and £3.10 a month. Moreover, many
very young newly-proletarianised workers entering Durban during the sarly
stapes of the depression must have been forced inteo the ranks of th. un-
employed. ®? One response to this situation was the formation of the Bantu
Domestic Servants Association in 1930. Another was the establishment of
organisstion such as the Pathfinders, Wayfarers and Bantu Boys' Leagve
by me@hers of Durban's African elite, as alternatives to 'criminal

“eluhs'',

Tf anything amalaita gang activity, spurred on by depression, appears
to have increased in the early thirties.'“? By the later thirties 'moral
panics'' over urban African delinquents reached something of a peak. On
the Rand this deepening anxiety was asiociated with massive
proletarianisation, industrialisation and the ivcipient disintegration
of the urban African family.'®?® In cultural teri. . these transformations
were symbolised by the emergence of the urban youth gangster - the tsotsi.
In Durban, too, existing patterns of youth culture appear to have becn
ruptured. Retween 1935 and 1940 the se rice sector of the local labour
market was radically transformed.'“® A; increasing numbers of African
females entered doiestic woik thou. ands of young African males were forced
into industry or unemployment. It was during this perieod that the
amacowboys appeared on Durban's streets. As Fanyana Zondi recalls, it was
the wviolence of the fist-fighting, and sjambok- and knife-wielding
amacowboys which brousht zh-nt the demise of the amalaitas.!®® It is un-
likely that this transforma.lon of yonth culture was as dramatic as Zondi
suggests. Yet clearly in some ways, the cultural reperteoires of migrant
youth were giving way to a world increasingly constituted arcund the
four-inch blade of a clasp knife.

4% CAD, JUS, 924, 1/18/26, Part 29, Det. lobbs to Officer in Charge, CID,
13 Dec. 1930,

141 Tpn the early thirties the number of youths entering domestic employ-

ment increased dramatically. Presumably a proportionate number were

not able to find jobs. See Smith, Lebour Resources, p. 60. For wors-

ening conditions experienced by domestic workers in particular and

workers in gencral, see U.W., CPSA, NEC, Minutes of Evidence, Durban,

esp. pp. 6302-442; and pp. 6516-26.

142 y.y., CPSA, NEC, Minutes of Evidence, pp. 6325-6328; and Box 12, Memo

on Child Service.

143 Seo Bonmner, 'Family, Crime and Political Consciocusness'; C. Glaser,

"Students, Tsotsis and the Congress Youth League: Youth Organisation

on the Rand in the 1940s and 1950s, unpublished paper, 1987; and more

generally, Hellmann, Urban Bantu Youth.

144 See Smi'h, Labour Resources, p. 60. Between 1935 and 1940 the pro-

portion of Africans entering domestic service dropped from 28% to 19%.

Interview with Zondi.
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