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left and right: Motor lorries were 
the main means by which farmers 
transported their produce to 
Durban.

Old Chatsworth

After completing their period of indenture, many migrants took 

up farming. While most did market gardening, in the area that 

was to become the township of Chatsworth ex-indentured farm-

ers mainly took up banana farming. By the 1950s there were 

almost 14 000 people living here. As these photographs show, 

there existed a vibrant rural community. The Group Areas Act 

destroyed this community as well as the Indian banana farmers 

(photos: Devan Yogin).

left and right: Mr and Mrs K.M. 
Reddy farmed for several decades.
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The six Govender sisters – (from 
left) Sowbagiam, Thangamah, 
Muthamma, Chinamma, 
Rookmoney and Umbigay – all 
qualified as teachers in the 1940s 
and taught in the area for many 
years. Thangamah was the first 
woman educator from Chatsworth.

Budhoo Ramlall, pictured here 
(middle) with staff at his box 
factory, was the son of Ramlall 
Sing who arrived as an indentured 
migrant in 1860. The family grew 
pineapples and bananas. Budhoo, 
in addition to farming, opened 
a factory that manufactured the 
crates that local farmers used to 
pack their fruits and vegetables.

Beemiah Naidoo (second from 
right) and family in front of their 
store in Umhlatuzana.
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above: A 1940s photo of M.S. Reddy 
(left) opening a block of classrooms 
at Bayview School, which was built in 
1931. The editor of the school’s 1965 
newsletter observed: ‘Our area has 
been incorporated into the Municipality 
of Durban. The drove of bulldozers and 
tractors around our school is a grim 
reminder that soon we have to move. 
To most of us who know what a home 
means as distinct from a house, it will 
be a sad occasion. This is going to be 
very different from the quiet, unhurried 
life of a farming area which we have 
been used to.’

left: Official opening of a block of 
classrooms at Chatsworth Primary 
School. J. Khan (left), chairman of the 
school committee, is standing next 
to Senator Lewis Byron who was the 
guest of honour. Seated at Khan’s left is 
renowned educationist Dr A.D. Lazarus.
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above: Ganpat Foolchand (cutting 
the cake), born in Kokstad in 1895, 
principal at Welbedacht, Bayview and 
Chatsworth state-aided schools. He also 
owned a farm in Welbedacht. His school 
log book in 1948 included an entry: ‘I 
closed school as a mark of protest at 
the passing of the Group Areas Act.’ 
Foolchand died in 1967.

right: The extended R.P. Reddy family 
in the 1940s. Patriarch R.P. Reddy 
(seated, second from left) arrived 
as an indentured migrant and was 
assigned to a coal mine in Dundee. 
After completing his indenture he took 
up farming in Welbedacht. R.P. Reddy’s 
son Chenniah (seated, far left) was 
amongst the first batch of teachers 
at Welbedacht School while his other 
son Ellappen (standing, far left) was a 
successful farmer.
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above: Moonsamy Moodley 
(seated, centre) arrived as an 
indentured worker in the l890s. 
After completing his indenture he 
took up farming in Chatsworth. 
Moonsamy and his sons 
Kisten, Soobiah, Chinsamy and 
Shunmugam continued farming 
until their land was expropriated 
under the Group Areas Act.

left: B.K. Naidu (1917–1980), 
pictured with his extended family, 
began farming on his father Bodi 
Naidoo’s farm in Buffelsbosh 
District and later purchased 
his own farm in Witteklip. He 
grew bananas, ginger, litchis 
and mangoes until his farm was 
expropriated in 1961.

Chatsworth.indb   20 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



O L D  C H AT S W O R T H xxi

above: Chatsworth Card Club, 1958. 
Back (left to right): Marimuthoo 
Reddy, S.S. Naidoo, Kuppusamy 
Govender, Kaniappen Govender, 
M.S. Reddy, Subbiah Reddy. 
Front (left to right): Thangavelu 
Govender, G.V.P. Naidoo, K.M. 
Reddy, M.G. Naidoo, R.K. Naidoo. 
Card playing was popular from the 
earliest days, with ‘thunnee’ being 
the most popular game. The club 
was a formally constituted body, 
which played competitive matches 
against teams from other areas.

right: The Umhlatuzana Civic 
Association, formed in the 1950s, 
was instrumental in negotiating 
for infrastructure and building 
a school and temple in the area. 
Pictured here are (standing, from 
left): Jamal Khan, Bala Naidoo, 
K.R. Govender, George Thaver, 
B.H. Tholsee, T. Schlesin (township 
developer), M. Ramsamy, P.Y. 
Moodley. Sitting (from left): D.M. 
Ganesh, S. Thambiran, Rettie 
Naidoo, K. ‘CID’ Govender.
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above: The Chatsworth Language 
and Cultural Institute was 
established in 1938. Its first 
chairman was K.W. Thambiran and 
the secretary was P.I. Devan. The 
Institute formed the Chatsworth 
Hindu Youth Club to promote 
culture and religion among the 
youth.

left: The Chatsworth Language 
and Cultural Institute also 
established a Tamil school. Teacher 
Kamala Naicker (front, centre) is 
pictured with a group of pupils.
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Girl Guiding flourished in most schools 
in Chatsworth. Schools participated in an 
annual Scout and Guide Rally at Albert Park, 
Durban. This is an early 1950s photo of the 
Chatsworth Primary School team that won 
the First Aid and Physical Display. Teachers 
in the photo are (from left): M.V. Naicker, 
C. Govender, principal Shaikh Imam (centre) 
and Nunnan Needhee.
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Schools participated in sport from the earliest days.
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One indication that rural Chatsworth was a well-
established community is that the various Indian 
agent generals made a point of visiting the area. 
This is a group photograph with Sir Syed Raza 
Ali and his wife Miss Sammy of Kimberley. Their 
marriage was highly controversial as she was 
Hindu and he was Muslim.

A North Indian wedding ceremony.
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Soccer was the most popular sport 
in rural Chatsworth. Matches were 
played on any vacant ground as well 
as at schools. Gradually leagues were 
organised and informal games served 
as a nursery for representative teams. 
This is a 1950s photograph of Zeekoe 
Valley Football Club.
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above: A group of volunteers from 
Welbedacht who were arrested 
during the 1946–48 Indian Passive 
Resistance campaign against land 
segregation in Durban.

right: Volunteers from Chatsworth 
who were arrested during the 
1946–48 Indian Passive Resistance 
campaign.
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Caption

Aerial view of Chatsworth, late 1960s.
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Chapter 1

Writing Chatsworth
An Introduction

Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed

Chatsworth was born at the height of apartheid’s madness when 
the government sought to ghettoize persons of ‘Indian’ origin into 

what it intended to be a frozen racial landscape. Part of the nation-
wide policy that forcibly relocated millions of black South Africans to 
segregated urban townships and ethnic ‘homelands’, the removals that 
created Chatsworth drew widespread condemnation both for the viola-
tion of dignity and rights they signified and for the callous manner of 
their execution.

The stories in this book are about the Chatsworth that grew up from 
this project of racist social engineering, transformed over the decades 
through need and creativity by the people living there. What does this 
social space mean today, more than 50 years after its formation and 
almost two decades after racial segregation has been dismantled as a 
formal policy?

The first residents of the early 1960s moved to what had been a hilly, 
agricultural area south of Durban. They included municipal workers 
from the Magazine Barracks, fishermen from Bayhead, banana farm-
ers from the surrounding area, factory workers from Clairwood and 
Cato Manor, and market gardeners from Seaview, Cato Manor and 
Riverside. The majority were of Hindu faith, with smaller numbers of 
Muslims and Christians. Also moved to this ‘Indian’ township were the 
Zanzibaris, people of indigenous east-coastal African ancestry living 
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in King’s Rest on the Bluff, who were officially classified as ‘Other 
Asiatics’ because they were Muslim.

Divided into numbered units, with more numbers identifying its 
network of roads, Chatworth’s layout had class divisions built into it 
from the outset. Middle-class residents built houses on reserved plots 
in the more ‘upmarket’ subsections, such as Unit 4 (Mobeni Heights) 
and Unit 6 (Arena Park). Two-bedroom flats for working-class families 
were set on slopes and gullies, accessed by red-brick streets, their tight 
quarters meant to discourage the extended-family structures normative 
to Indian households. One hundred and ninety-nine Zanzibari families 
were clustered into a section of Bayview, a neighbourhood that came to 
be known as ‘Zanzitown’. As additional housing thickened the town-
ship on both sides of the Higginson Highway, it became home to some 
350 000 people in ten self-contained units. Numbered 1 to 11, but (for 
reasons no one can explain) missing a Unit 8, they, over time, acquired 
names and community identities: Havenside, Bayview, Westcliff, Mobeni, 
Croftdene, Arena Park, Montford, Moorton, Woodhurst, Crossmoor. 
The contiguous developments of Umhlatuzana, Kharwastan, Shallcross 
and Silverglen, as well as Welbedacht East and Welbedacht West, were 
regarded as part of Chatsworth from early days. Additional residential 
areas to the north of the city were also developed, a decade later, as 
Indian locations, catering to a spectrum of socio-economic brackets.

With running water and electricity, the development was officially 
promoted as a modern improvement for the many who were moved 
from much more conveniently central, though dilapidated, housing 

While flats were built for lower-
income residents to rent, some 
parts of the township were 
developed for middle-class 
ownership. 
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structures, such as the Magazine Barracks. Yet, the hastily built struc-
tures of Chatsworth invited criticism. One writer to the Daily News 
called it ‘one big slum’ (Letter from ‘Pagla’, 13 August 1966). A report 
in the Leader (28 February 1964) described the houses as ‘poorly built, 
unplastered, brick and mortar cottages that look unsightly and do not 
give any owner a pride of possession’, and the community as ‘afflicted 
by the grinding effects of poverty [and] unemployment’.

Even so, as time passed, rows of flats became neighbourhoods, small 
businesses sprang up next to places of worship, and sports clubs, often 
with names carried over from times past, were re-established. Eventually, 
a railway line carried people to the city and Ramlall’s Inner Circle bus 
service moved people from place to place within the township itself. A 
state-of-the-art crematorium was built to take care of Chatsworthian 
bodies when their days were finally over. Aerial photographs of the 
mid-1970s reveal the regulation Chatsworth grid now dotted by larger, 
chunkier structures that appear on the horizon: the Hare Krishna 
Temple, the R.K. Khan Hospital, the Chatsworth Hotel, the Odeon 
Cinema, the Sunset Drive-in, and Daddy’s Supermarket, the only retail 
chain in the township. Dominating virtually every unit was a primary 
and high school, sites for advancing a new generation of young people 
into the apartheid-created ‘Indian’ University of Durban-Westville, the 
M.L. Sultan Technical College, or skilled apprenticeships. Family income 
was augmented by women entering wage employment from the 1960s, 
mostly in the clothing, textile and footwear factories in nearby Mobeni, 
Jacobs and Clairwood, as well as Pinetown and central Durban.

Many women found employment 
in clothing and textile factories 
in nearby Clairwood, Mobeni and 
Jacobs. 
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A new emerging middle class built houses on top of, and often behind, 
the homes of their working-class mothers and fathers and circulated 
their expanding earning capacity downwards into extended families 
and outwards into new shows of consumption. From the late 1970s, 
carports and TV rooms ate up every available square metre of the tiny 
plots in the better-off parts of Chatsworth. Given the restrictions on 
residential mobility and chronic shortage of housing, in situ upgrading 
was the only option. By 1976, the Council was receiving up to 1 500 
applications per annum for extensions. When the Council sought to 
put a stop to this practice, Amichand Rajbansi, a member of the Local 
Affairs Committee (LAC), said that the Council ‘should be grateful to 
people who put up outbuildings. Although it is against regulations, the 
outbuildings are easing the housing shortage – which the authorities 
have failed to do’ (Post, 20 October 1976).

Many residents took great pride in their homes and the Post news-
paper ran a section in the late 1970s titled, ‘The changing face of 
Chatsworth’, which featured homes that had been renovated. Reporter 
Ami Nanackchand wrote that ‘a revolution is sweeping the giant 
Indian housing scheme of Chatsworth and changing the face of coun-
cil houses. More and more of the drab sub and economic homes of 
concrete blocks bagwashed with a flimsy coat of cement are being given 
appealing new exteriors of silicate bricks. The changes are particularly 
spectacular when set against the original buildings’ (Post, 2 May 1978). 
Another article noted that the ‘changes have been due significantly to 
the enterprise of many families who have accepted that this is now 
home, without the fear of displacement. There is a sense of belonging 
to their new homes … This is a township of self-made people who have 
not had the advantage of inheriting money’ (Post, 5 December 1979).

In focusing on Chatsworth as place and on its internal history over 
the past five decades, we are aware that it was and continues to be open 
to various local, regional, national and global impulses. The metaphor 
of the township as container had limited utility, even under apartheid. 
Residents were connected to other parts of the city to earn a living, seek 
an education, or access some of the cultural and sporting facilities so 
sorely lacking in Chatsworth. Yet, Chatsworth is also unique. As Doreen 
Massey reminds us, ‘There is the specificity of place which derives from 
the fact that each place is the focus of a distinct mixture of wider and 
more local social relations … this very mixture together in one place 
may produce effects which would not have happened otherwise … all 

The township presented new 
opportunities for some. Rani 
Naicker started a welding school 
in 1977.
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W R I T I N G  C H AT S W O R T H 5

these relations interact with and take a further element of specificity 
from the accumulated history of a place’ (in Cresswell 2004: 70).

Chatsworth is a living, breathing landscape of people. Despite the 
aim of the apartheid state to create a racial category out of ‘Indian’ that 
residential proximity was meant to solidify, differences of language, 
class, ethnicity and religion belied the homogeneity of this ‘group’. 
The essays in this book show the myriad of power relations that are 
 simultaneously embedded and challenged, and lay bare one of the 
contradictory tendencies of place under apartheid: through impulses 
from above and below, a sense of homogeneity is encouraged, while 
all the time differences are exacerbated and deepened. Through the 
lived  everyday experiences of residents, we see the continuities and 

A 1976 photo of 82-year-old 
Subumah Chetty who survived 
by hawking apples, bananas and 
oranges at the Magistrates’ Court.
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C H AT S W O R T H6

discontinuities in residents’ lives, how the broader social processes and 
structural constraints affect them, as well as the internal divisions and 
contradictory interests.

The overarching concern of this book is to examine what a space 
constructed as an ‘Indian’ township by the apartheid government 
means half a century after it was established and almost two decades 
after apartheid has ended. This raises many questions: how do people 
remember and consider their experience of relocation and living in 
Chatsworth? Is Chatsworth just a township of victims? What did they 
make of the sometimes terrible houses and nameless, numbered streets 
that were given to them? How did residents react to leaving behind 
temples and mosques, schools and community centres in former places 
of residence? What became of the diverse peoples who were relocated 
to Chatsworth? What kinds of leisure-time activities did they engage 
in? What cultures, music and fashions were created in Chatsworth and 
how are these evolving? What factors of township life led to tensions 
and what forced cooperation? Now that apartheid is in the past, how 
have residents’ lives been affected?

Residents found creative ways to 
earn a living.
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In writing Chatsworth, the contributors are guided by David Harvey’s 
(2009: 261) challenge, ‘by what social process(es) is place constructed?’ 
As Lefebvre (1991) points out, urban spaces are both products of social 
interaction and the means through which that interaction is endlessly 
produced. The replication of space is both politically and ideologically 
motivated (in O’ Meara 2009: 4). Space and place are thus not just 
physical locations but contested terrains ‘where politics, class, power 
and identity interact’ (Buggs 2012), and the various contributions in 
this volume emphasise place ‘as a site of social encounter and social 
division, as a field of politics and power, as a symbolic and material 
landscape, as an embodied space, as a realm of everyday experience’ 
(Tonkiss 2005: 1).

The establishment of Chatsworth was a consequence of Group 
Areas legislation and several essays focus on the impact of relocation. 
Vahed (Chapter 2) examines how the Durban City Council settled on its 
final plan for the city and the long-term social, cultural and economic 
impact of physical uprooting on residents. Scott (Chapter 3) provides a 
case study of how the seinenetting community responded to a changing 

The establishment of cinemas such 
as Gemini and Odeon pointed to a 
well-established community. The 
video market caused a slump in 
cinema attendance in the 1980s 
and both cinemas were eventually 
closed down.
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environment as the city became increasingly segregated, and the chal-
lenges that they faced as a result of their uprooting from the edge of 
the harbour to Havenside. Carrim’s story (Chapter 5) of the Magazine 
Barracks is a haunting one of loss and nostalgia for the social networks 
and friendships that were destroyed and the tremendous efforts that 
former residents are making to keep alive this sense of a common past. 
The chapters by Govender and Maharaj (Chapter 10) and Gopalan 
(Chapters 9 and 11), show the enormous difficulties that poor trans-
port, inadequate infrastructure and badly constructed homes created 
for residents of the new township. Those who were relocated here were 
not, however, simply victims and the fact that the township survives and 
grows half a century later says much for the human spirit.

If thousands of residents suffered in the process of relocation, there 
were some who benefited from the financial opportunities that the 
racialisation of society created. While these entrepreneurs opposed 
apartheid on the one hand, they simultaneously fought to keep white 
capital out of the township and strove to maintain an Indian monopoly 
of business. The Post newspaper (17 April 2013), for example, reported 
on its front page that flamboyant politician/businessman Amichand 
‘Bengal Tiger’ Rajbansi, who died in 2011, left an estate worth R52.8 
million. Desai and Vahed examine this issue in their chapter on retail 

Saraswathi Mahila Mundal Choir, 
Umhlatuzana Township, 1970s. 
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above: Pensioners waiting patiently 
in line. 

right: A Sewing and Needlework 
Club was established for the 
elderly. They made clothing and 
tablecloths to supplement their 
meagre pensions.
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trade (Chapter 27), while Rushby (Chapter 28) focuses on the vibrancy 
of the Bangladesh Market and the struggle of small traders to survive 
in the face of competition from chain stores. The ‘success’ of Rajbansi 
provides a stark contrast to those, particularly women, who have had to 
overcome all kinds of challenges to eke out a living.

Politics is a core theme running through the book. In the early years, 
the LACs, as Gopalan shows, were instrumental in assisting residents 
on a day-to-day basis. Addressing the issues that concerned residents in 
a practical way helped those like Rajbansi to establish a sound support 
base and solid reputation which continued into the post-apartheid 
period, even though he was denounced as a traitor by anti-apartheid 
forces. Vahed (Chapter 12), in examining the anti-apartheid forces 
of the 1980s, raises the important issue of why these forces failed to 
muster mass support in the post-apartheid period. Was it simply 
fear of the African majority or was it that in focusing on the strug-
gle against apartheid they failed to focus on what affected residents? 
Vahed (Chapter 13) and Waetjen and Vahed (Chapter 14) bring to the 
fore a world of politics outside mainstream institutions. These chapters 
provide fascinating insights into contestations and collaborations with 
the local state in the post-apartheid period, when Rajbansi drew large 

left: Education was key to the 
upward mobility of many families. 
Here, children pay tribute to a 
retiring school janitor. 

above: J.N. Reddy (right) at the 
official opening of Chatsworth’s 
first library, 1971. 

page 13
above: Community Services 
Association project for pre-
schoolers, 1979. 

 below: The high rates of poverty 
resulted in the introduction of 
school feeding schemes.
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support as he made people believe that he was very much like them; in 
particular, they point to the limits of civic organisation.

A growing number of Africans from rural areas and informal settle-
ments, as well as transnational migrants from other parts of Africa, are 
moving into the township. Waetjen (Chapter 16) discusses the story of 
two women, Christina and Jane, who moved into Chatsworth’s flats in 
the early 1990s. Shack settlements have also mushroomed in places like 
Bottlebrush and Crossmoor. The majority of residents in these informal 
settlements are African, and Walsh (Chapter 15) provides challenging 
insights into relationships at Crossmoor. Both these chapters skilfully 
show the unity as well as tensions in Afro-Indian relations under condi-
tions of hardship. Waetjen, however, correctly warns against describ-
ing Chatsworth ‘unproblematically either as a post-racial space or a 
cultural “melting pot”’. This caution is sensible given the fact that since 
Indians first arrived in Natal in 1860, there have been remarkably few 
intermarriages between Indians and Africans; Indians and Africans 
were often competing for recognition and resources from the same 
colonial master; and their relationship is usually framed in terms of the 
1949 and 1985 racial riots. How this relationship is negotiated in places 
like Chatsworth will be crucial in shaping the future.

If factory employment and education were instrumental in ushering 
in an era of economic mobility from the 1960s to the 1980s, the shed-
ding of jobs since the early 1990s has created a host of socio-economic 
problems, with women often bearing the brunt of the burden. Issues 
around gender divisions, patriarchy, family responsibility and the need 
to preserve the family unit play an important role in women’s decisions 
to organise into civic associations and take whatever work is availa-
ble in order to contribute to the household. This emerges powerfully 
in the chapters by Vahed on the Bayview Flat Residents Association 
(Chapter 13); Waetjen and Vahed on the Westcliff Flat Residents 
Association (Chapter 14); Waetjen on Mariammah (Chapter 7); and 
Sidloyi and Seedat-Khan on Indian domestic workers (Chapter 17). 
These essays investigate the survival strategies of women whose lives 
are plagued by multiple difficulties. Such accounts, as Waetjen points 
out, ‘complicate the often triumphal narratives of family solidarity in 
political times’. The continuing portrayal of domestic life ‘as a non-po-
litical space of struggle and personal difficulty’, she continues, is to 
the ‘detriment of many women’s well-being and rights’. The story is 
not simply one of hopelessness. Women’s agency in surviving under 

above left and below: There 
were few facilities for sport and 
recreation.

above right: Poverty, 
unemployment and high food and 
rental costs were a major problem. 
This is one of many homeless 
families of the late 1970s and 80s.
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arduous conditions, often against difficult odds, is a significant feature 
of their lives. Sookrajh’s story (Chapter 8), by contrast, is that of a 
woman who has challenged gender stereotypes in completing multiple 
Comrades Marathon races while progressing to become a Professor of 
Education at the University of KwaZulu-Natal.

Youth and education are important themes in this volume and a seri-
ous concern for the township’s civic and religious leaders. A tragedy in 
2000 brought many of the issues around youth culture into the open. 
Thirteen people were killed in a stampede started at a local nightclub 
by members of a rival club. The residents were shocked and the heart-
breaking disaster raised questions about drugs and alcohol abuse that 
had been relatively invisible in public discourse up to that point. Desai 
and Vahed (Chapter 21) examine this tragedy and the establishment, 
in its aftermath, of the Chatsworth Youth Centre to tackle the crisis 
head-on. Drugs have always been part of Chatsworth’s history but the 
old dagga pipe and Mandrax have been replaced by ‘sugars’ – a cheap 
and highly addictive drug.

Willemse and Vahed (Chapter 22) explore the impact of sugars on 
the community, while Desai (Chapter 23) focuses on the gang and drug 
culture. Drugs and gangs are, for some, a temporal refuge from a bleak 
reality in which they feel they do not have a future; at least, not one 
in which they can become (respected) men. Vahed (Chapter 24) and 
Veeran (Chapter 25) examine a related theme, policing, since many 
residents make a link between the proliferation of drugs and weak 
and corrupt policing. A key question is whether ‘Indians’ policing an 

Milk Marathon Fun Day, Bayview 
Sports Ground, 1974. 
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‘Indian’ township has compromised law and security in any way, as 
some respondents believe.

Hunter and Vahed (Chapter 18) illustrate the challenges that schools 
face through the voices of educators. Education, the great leveller in the 
1970s, has become the great (race and class) divider as wealthier resi-
dents have access to private or former white ‘Model C’ schools, while 
the education of those in townships is severely compromised. Gender, 
as well as race and class, are evidenced in everyday life in schools, and 
Hamlall (Chapter 20) provides a penetrating look at the construction 
of schoolboy masculinity, placing under the microscope African-Indian 
relations and gender dynamics. Mantzaris (Chapter 19) recalls a visit 
to a school in Montford and the hope that he derived from that short 
visit. We hear the voices of schoolchildren as they attempt to negotiate 
the changing environments of both classroom and wider society. Vahed 
(Chapter 37), staying with the subject of schools, examines the decima-
tion of organised school sport, which is ironic given the ANC govern-
ment’s emphasis on racial ‘transformation’ in sport.

New religious grammars with old traditions have also made their 
entrance into the township. Maharaj (Chapter 31) and Schröder 
(Chapter 32) provide an excellent overview of trends in Hinduism over 
the past five decades and, in particular, of more recent transitions. 
Khan (Chapter 34) looks at one manifestation of Islam in the town-
ship. While Willemse and Vahed (Chapter 33) recount the remarkable 
appeal that Pentecostalism has gained in the township, due to factors 
such as Group Areas dislocation; the demise of the extended family; 
urbanisation; economic uncertainty in the post-apartheid period; and 
desegregation. They suggest that for many residents in Chatsworth the 
churches, which supposedly offer a road to heaven in the after-life, have 
become everyday havens. Hinduism, however, has not stood still. New 
trends such as The International Society for Krishna Consciousness 
(ISKCON), Sai Baba, and the Ramakrishna Mission have a strong pres-
ence in the township. The debates between the Arya Samajis who are 
searching for cultural purification and the Sanatanists, whose beliefs 
are rooted in ritualism, remain vibrant. And old popular festivals such 
as Muharram and Kavady are also alive. The importance of a Global 
Islam and resurgent India provide a diasporic aspect to this experience. 
Is religion now a means for various peoples to retreat into cocoons?

Sport has always been an important part of the fabric of Chatsworth 
life. Naidoo’s chapters on cricket (Chapter 38) and soccer (Chapter 39) 
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show how sport was rebuilt during the early years of Chatsworth’s 
formation. Naidoo weaves together stories of how a hardy bunch of 
sports lovers, with their wheelbarrows and limes, have proved to be an 
enduring part of Chatsworth life. The story is brought into the pres-
ent as he shows how the very best young cricketers are siphoned into 
‘Model C’ schools as part of the so-called ‘development’ programme 
of sporting bodies. While this has helped individual boys and girls and 
their former white Model C schools to excel, it has denuded Chatsworth 
and other township schools of potential sports stars and reduced the 
likelihood of township schools competing with established schools in 
the old white areas, or of sport truly extending its reach to the masses. 
Paradoxically, ‘development’ has served to deepen the underdevelop-
ment of sport in the townships.

A key aim of this book has been to ask: what is everyday life in 
Chatsworth? Interspersed among the longer and more analytical chapters 
are shorter pieces that seek to make Chatsworth ‘talk’ and capture some 
of the vibrancy that makes space into place. Everyday stories permeate 
the writing of Chatsworth. Mantzaris (Chapter 40), in paying tribute to 
the championship-winning Manning Rangers team, tells the story of his 

Chatsworth’s first public pool was 
opened in Croftdene in 1972.

Chatsworth.indb   16 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



W R I T I N G  C H AT S W O R T H 1 7

journeys into the township through the slang of the time, as well as the 
wonderful madness that accompanied these subterranean relationships; 
Dala (Chapter 29) looks at the warm camaraderie created from the exas-
perating queues at the R.K. Khan Hospital; Veeran (Chapter 25) writes 
of the R31 million robbery carried out by locals, including policemen, 
which has entered Chatsworth folklore for its audacity; Govender, in his 
inimitable way (Chapter 4), probes the failure of the apartheid regime to 
kill off the spirit of its citizens by confining them to ‘ghettoes’ across the 
country; Veeran (Chapter 35) provides the story of a musician of rare 
talent who emerged from the ghetto of Chatsworth; while Nicholson 
(Chapter 36) writes of another gifted resident of Chatsworth, the bril-
liant but ultimately tragic golfer, Papwa Sewgolum.

Many of the narratives focus on people’s memories and experiences 
of Chatsworth – of relocation; of their work as educators, cleaners, 
preachers and homemakers; of their leisure-time activities and spiritual 
pursuits. It is through their voices that we get to know and understand 
much of Chatsworth’s richness and complexity. We hope that through 
their accounts, readers will appreciate that the story of Chatsworth is 
not only that of the endless rows of houses and flats that make up its 
physical architecture but of much more – sport, religion, music, cuisine, 
fashion, smells and sounds. This is a story of resilience and resolve; 
spirits and spirituality; privilege and poverty; traditions and transgres-
sion; prohibitions and possibility; carnival and conformity. Chatsworth, 
as the chapters in this book show, has never stood still – a signpost of 
what was and what could be in post-apartheid South Africa.
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Segregated Durban under the Group Areas Act. 
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Chapter 2

Segregation, Group Areas and the 
Creation of Chatsworth

Goolam Vahed

The mammoth township of Chatsworth is a startling expe-
rience at first sight – row upon row of concrete cubicles rise 
and fall on a landscape yet to be softened by nature’s bounty. 
The people do not like Chatsworth. They complain about the 
distance and the rowdiness, and say that basic amenities have 
not kept pace with population growth. Yet the waiting list is 
enormous and it will take years to cope with. The rents appear 
low enough and are yet too high in relation to family incomes. 
Large populations are settled into relatively small areas. There 
are practically no recreational areas – no club houses, play-
grounds for children, no public temples or mosques, and 
such amenities as telephones and shopping centres, are inad-
equate. People who once lived in small compact communities 
with well-defined public roles and recognised neighbourhood 
status, now find themselves strangers in a multitude which 
questions their bona fides.

— Fatima Meer

The township of Chatsworth, roughly fifteen kilometers south-west 
of Durban, was established in the then rural area of Umhlatuzana-

Cavendish as a consequence of the Group Areas Act of 1950 (No. 41) 
which relocated hundreds of thousands of mainly black South Africans 
countrywide, including approximately 70 000 Indian families in and 
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around Durban. Group Areas was a continuation of South Africa’s 
long history of urban segregation (Hart 1990: 23). Mass relocation 
caused untold physical, cultural and financial misery to those who were 
affected, and the need to build houses urgently in Chatsworth and other 
townships resulted in sloppy workmanship and the deliberate ignoring 
of town-planning and building standards (Subramony 1993: i). Forced 
removals from areas where people had lived for several generations 
altered the texture of their daily lives and created trauma for many 
who had to adjust to new conditions around work, leisure, family and 
education, as Fatima Meer evocatively observes above (1969: 94).

Most of the indentured migrants who remained in Natal after 
completing their indenture took to market gardening on land rented 
or purchased from absentee landlords. The 1920s and 30s witnessed 
the transformation of Indians to an urban-based proletariat as African 
labour made them superfluous in farming and coal mining. Durban’s 
Indian population increased from 16 400 in 1921 to 123 165 in 1949, 
roughly the same as the numbers of Africans and whites in the city 
at the time (UND 1952: 35). The earliest Indian settlements included 
Clairwood and Merebank in the south; Sydenham, Overport, Clare 
Estate, Mayville and Cato Manor in the west; and Riverside in the 
north. Living conditions in these areas were generally characterised 
by overcrowded neighbourhoods and high rents. Around 10 000 
Indians lived at the Magazine Barracks in central Durban in appalling 
conditions. The Council did little for Indian housing on the grounds that 
to spend money on them ‘would have been to spend money on an alien 
population, a large but unknown proportion of which was likely at any 
time, to be removed to their own country’ (DCC c.1946). Repatriation to 
India was the official government policy until 1960. Long before formal 
apartheid, the city authorities had sought to create an urban space in 
which white citizens could enjoy the most advantageous land while 
black people were pushed to the periphery. The Asiatic Land Tenure 
and Indian Representation Bill of June 1946 formalised segregation and 
the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) responded with a vigorous passive 
resistance campaign that lasted from June 1946 to June 1948, but to no 
avail (Desai and Vahed 2010: 153–72).

One of the biggest anti-apartheid meetings was held at Curries Fountain in 1958. As a result of 
state clampdown, mass protest on this scale was the exception.
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Group Areas
The National Party (NP), which came to power in 1948, initiated a 
massive social restructuring programme through a plethora of discrim-
inatory legislation. Monty Naicker, the president of the NIC, warned 
at a rally in Durban on 17 October 1948 that the government intended 
to make ‘our life a misery. Our struggle is going to require nerves of 
steel.’ The meeting condemned apartheid ‘as a serious threat of enslave-
ment’ and gave ‘a solemn undertaking that we will strenuously resist 
every measure flowing from the policy of apartheid’ (Commissioner 
of Police to Secretary of Justice, NAR 1954). But Prime Minister D.F. 
Malan was unrelenting on the Indian question. He insisted that Indians 
be forced out of white areas, that their trading opportunities be radi-
cally curtailed, white job reservation systematically policed, and the 
right to citizenship denied to Indians who, as ‘foreigners’, should be 
repatriated from the land of their birth. Malan believed that he had the 
unreserved support of English-speaking ‘liberal’ Natalians. Addressing 
an NP conference in Durban in May 1950, he said that ‘the common 
outlook’ of English and Afrikaner ‘on the non-European question 
formed a unifying bond’. Apartheid had the support ‘inwardly, that 
is through conviction, if not always outwardly, of the great bulk of 
English-speaking Natal’ (Mukherji 1959: 161). The English-dominated 
Durban City Council was a forerunner of urban apartheid and forged 
ahead with plans to uproot Indians as they could now rely on both 
ideological and material support from the central government.

Group Areas, which empowered the Governor-General to proclaim 
an area for a particular race group, was ‘one of the key instruments used 
to enforce the ideology of apartheid. It served as a powerful tool for 
state intervention in controlling the use, occupation and ownership of 
land and buildings on a racial basis’ (Maharaj 1994: 3). Implementation 
of the policy was shaped by the local white population in Durban which 
forced the first zoning report of 5 May 1952 to be amended (Subramony 
1993: 10). The Council appointed a technical sub-committee on 20 
November 1950 to prepare a report for rezoning the city’s industry, 
commerce, residence and transport along racial lines. Its recommenda-
tions would have resulted in 120 000 of Durban’s 145 000 Indians being 
affected, while 12 000 whites would have been moved, primarily from 
Rossburgh, Seaview, Bellair and Hillary.

Their protest resulted in the plans being revised in August 1952. The 
new plan kept these areas for whites and advocated the resettlement 
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of Indians in the rural district south of the Umhlatuzana River, which 
lacked roads, drainage, sewage and electricity. Approximately 370 
hectares of land were reserved for whites and 160 hectares for Indians; 
within the municipality 250 hectares were reserved for whites and just 
70 hectares for Indians. This plan, which affected an estimated 116 900 
Indians and 2 700 whites, was adopted by the City Council and submit-
ted to the Group Areas Board in February 1953. The Board approved it 
in July 1954 and it was published in the Government Gazette on 6 June 
1958 as Proclamation No. 69 (Subramony 1993: 10).

Group Areas was used to remove Indians almost en bloc from areas in 
and around Durban even though it was cost prohibitive as the Council 
had to develop the new areas to which Indians were relocated.

Estimated number of Indians affected by the Group Areas Act in selected areas.

Area Proclamation date Number affected

Rossburgh, Hillary, Seaview, Bellair 1958 6 100

Woodlands, Montclair 1958 150

Sparks Estate 1958 10 500

Bluff 1958 840

Cato Manor 1958 40 000

Wentworth 1958 1 320

Central Durban 1959 533

Duiderfontein 1960 1 300

Botanic Gardens 1963 500

Marriot Road 1963 1 080

Block AK (Greyville) 1963 5 000

Riverside 1963 2 770

Prospect Hall 1963 3 150

Source: Forced Removals in South Africa, Surplus People’s Project Report 1983, Vol. 4: 229.

Group Areas legislation required the Minister of Interior to appoint 
a Land Tenure Board. The public was given an opportunity to make 
representation but the input of affected black people was usually 
ignored. Over time, the Act changed in several respects. Responsibility 
for administering it moved from the Department of Interior to a newly 
created Department of Community Development. While the Act stip-
ulated that if an area was proclaimed this would only become official 
after approval by the Central Parliament, an exception was made in 
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the case of Natal and the Cape, where parliamentary approval was not 
required if a proclamation was issued within five years of the procla-
mation of the Act. Local councils in these provinces acted with impu-
nity against their citizens. Indians in Natal were, further, forbidden to 
acquire industrial land, except in Chatsworth, where half an acre was 
set aside for this purpose (Subramony 1993: 14–15).

According to a report from the City Treasurer dated 17 November 
1958, there was a shortage of 20 000 homes for Indians. Group Areas 
exacerbated this already critical situation. Council estimated that it 
would have to build 36 000 homes between 1959 and 1974 to meet the 
housing needs of Indians and made a strategic decision to build all 
the homes in one place – Chatsworth (Naidoo 1959). Around 120 000 
people were moved to Chatsworth over this fifteen-year period. This 
included those who lived in ‘proclaimed’ areas as well as those who were 
moved as part of the Council’s slum clearance policy. Muted resistance 
to Group Areas was due, in part, to fear among residents that their 
properties would be expropriated if they did not move. Compensation 
was inadequate. Yet, until 1967, if an owner sold his or her property 

The rallying cry at the 1958 protest 
rally was ‘Defend Your Homes’.
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for more than the value placed on it by the Group Areas Board, half the 
surplus amount had to be paid to the Board (Subramony 1993: 14–15).

Chatsworth Township
On 12 December 1958 the Council resolved to acquire land in 
Umhlatuzana to build approximately 14 000 houses. Umhlatuzana 
included the farming areas of Chatsworth, Cavendish, Welbedacht, 
Witteklip, Buffelsbosch, and Zeekoe Valley, as well as three private 
Indian townships, Silverglen, Kharwastan and Umhlatuzana. Together, 
these would come to constitute Chatsworth Indian Township. The area 
was 89 hectares in extent, of which 61 hectares was buildable land. Both 
the major Indian political organisations, the NIC and the politically 
moderate Natal Indian Organisation (NIO), opposed the establish-
ment of what they described as an Indian ‘ghetto’. P.R. Pather of the 
NIO, while acknowledging the need for Indian housing, opined that 
‘one should not blame the Indians for violently opposing the scheme’ 
(Natal Mercury, 22 October 1959). Council refuted the suggestion 
that Chatsworth would become a ‘ghetto’. Councillor J.J. Higginson 
said that it would become a ‘model’ modern township with amenities 
and facilities far superior to those in established ‘Indian’ areas (Natal 
Mercury, 23 October 1959).

It took almost four years for the housing project to materialise, due 
to cumbersome bureaucratic procedures. The scheme was channelled 
through the Department of Community Development, which consisted 
of the National Housing Commission, the Community Development 
Board and the Community Development Fund (Subramony 1993: 
40). The township was developed in stages and each development was 
referred to as a ‘unit’. The mixed housing comprised sub-economic 
houses occupied on a tenancy basis; economic houses that could 
eventually be purchased by occupants; and land sold on auction. The 
Council applied on 13 March 1961 for permission to commence devel-
opment of the first four units. These were to comprise 5 721 houses, 
4 742 of which were to be built by the Council and 979 by Indians 
through loans provided to approved applicants. Unit 1 had a combina-
tion of economic and sub-economic housing while Unit 4 comprised 
homes based on loans to individuals and properties sold by auction 
(Subramony 1993: 48).

Among the ‘victims’ of removals were 14 000 Indians who lived in 
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Umhlatuzana, where the township was to be built. Most were banana 
growers, with approximately 5 000 acres of the Cavendish ‘dwarf’ 
banana under cultivation. They also grew ginger, garlic, sweet potatoes, 
rice, litchis, gum plantations and flowers. A 2012 publication by Devan et 
al., Glimpses of  Rural Chatsworth, pointed to a long-established farm-
ing community with a myriad of social, education, religious, leisure 
and political organisations. The decision of the Council was a blow 
to these farmers. Representatives of the Durban Combined Ratepayers 
Association, the Umhlatuzana-Cavendish Indian Coordinating 
Council, and the Queensburgh Indian Ratepayers Association met with 
the Administrator of Natal on 10 December 1959 to complain that the 
unavailability of farming land in other parts of Durban meant that they 
would lose their livelihoods and that the valuation of their properties 
was too low. The Council refused to provide alternative farming land 
or pay market-related prices for the land. A follow-up meeting with 
the Administrator of Natal on 20 July 1961 also proved unsuccessful 
(Natal Mercury, 21 July 1961). The demise of Indian banana farmers 
was followed by the emergence of white banana growers on the North 
and South coasts of Natal who had access to funds from the Land Bank 
and received protection from a newly established Banana Board. Indian 
farmers who lost their land were resettled in Chatsworth (Devan et al. 
2012: 20).

Planning Chatsworth
Development plans for Chatsworth, made public on 8 December 1961, 
included flatted houses, semi-detached double-storey buildings, and 
limited rental housing stock for the very poor in parts of Bayview and 
Westcliff (Subramony 1993: 55–65). Council planned to build 4 000 
houses per annum but between August 1963 and August 1964 only 
2 200 houses were completed due to the absence of a proper sewage 
treatment works in the south of Durban, lack of proper roads, and 
shortage of building materials (Subramony 1993: 66–69). An addi-
tional complication was that the local and central governments had 
conflicting aims. The city of Durban wanted to relocate Indians from 
the shacks of Riverside, ‘Tin Town’ in Springfield, Clairwood, and the 
Magazine Barracks to solve its ‘slum’ problem. This brought the city 
into conflict with the National Housing Commission which insisted 
that 30 per cent of economic and 25 per cent of sub-economic housing 

1965 photo of a family evicted 
from Riverside.
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had to be allocated to those affected by Group Areas. In 1964, when 
Unit 5 was being planned, the Housing Commission insisted that 50 
per cent of housing be allocated to Group Areas relocations to clear 
Bellair, Seaview and Bonella of their Indian populations (Subramony 
1993: 68–71).

In January 1965, the Department of Community Development 
requested 5 156 houses – 3 011 sub-economic houses, 2 056 economic 
houses, and 89 self-help homes – to clear Seaview, Bluff, Cato Manor, 
Townslands, Prospect Hall, Riverside, Sparks Estate, Greenwood Park, 
Merebank, Treasure Beach and Assegai North of their Indian resi-
dents (Subramony 1993: 72). In May 1966 the Department insisted that 
funds for Unit 7 (Arena Park) would only be provided if all the homes 
were reserved for its resettlement programme. Since Group Areas took 
 precedence, poor Indians in slum areas with longstanding housing 
applications were often bypassed to meet the Department’s stipula-
tions. By early 1965 the Council realised that the houses planned for 
Chatsworth would not solve its housing shortage crisis and acquired 
an additional 5.4 hectares of land north-west of the existing settlement 
to build a further 2 000 homes. This area, which came to be known 
as Unit 11, was developed from January 1969 and marked the end of 
Chatsworth Township’s development (Subramony 1993: 74–77).

There was mixed reaction amongst Indians about moving to 
Chatsworth. It was mainly the middle classes who fought against 
Group Areas, with those in high-value areas such as Bellair and Seaview 
especially bitter. Land expropriation meant that less land was availa-
ble for Indians in Durban, with the result that land prices escalated. 
Some working-class Indians in wood and iron shacks were ambivalent 
because relocation meant better quality housing and amenities, and 
saved them from greedy landlords and squalid living conditions. For 
example, the Daily News of 13 January 1964 carried the report of a 
Mrs Sewgolum and her five children who were paying R8 per month for 
a room and kitchen in a tiny shack. She was happy to move to a larger 
house even though this was offset by higher transport costs.

By contrast, most residents of Magazine Barracks who lived in dilap-
idated, cockroach-infested housing opposed the move to Chatsworth. 
The 900 families at the Barracks complained that they would have to 
pay for cartage, buy new furniture as the rooms in Chatsworth were too 
small to accommodate their furniture, and that transport and rental 
costs would increase. For example, they paid rental of 87 cents per 
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month at the barracks while rentals would range between R2 and R10 
in Chatsworth. Furthermore, while they walked to work in Durban, 
they would have to travel by train or bus from Chatsworth. In Durban, 
women (as domestic workers) and children obtained part-time work, 
while men supplemented their income through fishing. All this came to 
an end in Chatsworth. The fishing community of Fynnlands was like-
wise affected financially. The people of Cato Manor also complained 
about the economic implications of relocation. Transport cost, it was 
estimated in the mid-1960s, increased by 85 per cent and rentals by 78 
per cent, while houses in Chatsworth were cramped in comparison to 
Cato Manor. Homeowners with bank loans almost paid off had to start 
the payment cycle afresh (Subramony 1993: 79–82).

Housing in Chatsworth was low cost and based on the principles of 
maximum utilisation of space and cheap materials. With the exception 
of Unit 4 (Mobeni), most parts of Chatsworth were working class with 
pockets of better housing interspersed. As Subramony points out, ‘in 
the end rows of monotonous structures based on cheap, mass hous-
ing principles dominated the landscape’. By the time the scheme was 
completed, there were 19 894 housing sites and 320 flats. In addition, 
770 sites were set aside for trading. While it was intended that each unit 
would be self-sufficient, containing residential, trading, government 
and commercial sites, few trading sites were allocated to meet the needs 
of residents and displaced traders (Subramony 1993: 55–65).

Relocation to Chatsworth was rapid and chaotic. By the mid-1970s 
the township had a population of around a quarter of a million 
people. While some were happy to move into houses after living in 
slums for decades, the physical conditions came as a shock to most 
newcomers. But, as Fatima Meer observed in the late 1960s, reloca-
tion was about more than just physical uprooting: ‘Little attention is 
paid to the deeply traumatic effects of sudden uprooting, and a nelson 
eye is turned to the overwhelming problems which face the displaced 
and dispossessed … Indians resent their state of helplessness’ (Meer 
1969: 94). The massive social, psychological and cultural changes 
were blamed for such things as increased crime, higher divorce rates, 
substance abuse and juvenile delinquency amongst Indians. But the 
residents of Chatsworth also displayed great initiative and resource-
fulness in rebuilding many aspects of the lives they had left behind 
in various parts of Durban, as many of the chapters in this volume 
show.
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Chapter 3

Apartheid Removals in South Durban
The Journey of the Durban Bay Fishing Community to 

Chatsworth

Dianne Scott

The Durban Bay fishing community, or seinenetters, was a group of 
informal settlers who settled in the 1870s on Salisbury Island in 

Durban Bay on the conclusion of their indentures. This small commu-
nity was to be moved three times before finally being allocated housing 
in the state township of Chatsworth in the 1960s. This chapter discusses 
their fishing activities as well as the administrative removal procedures 
used by the local municipality to control and remove Indians from 
South Durban. Popke (2001) observes that the phenomenon of spatial 
control became an increasing focus in urban planning in the twentieth 

century and was not only specific to South Africa but part of a broader 
mid-twentieth-century modernism. Cities were attempting to set up 
institutions and policies to control urban space in order to make the 
city more orderly and economically efficient (Popke 2001: 738). Linked 
to this form of control was the racialised disciplinary power exercised 
over the Indian and African population to instil in them orderly habits 
of ‘work and life’ in order that they would provide labour in the new 
modernist industrial society. This was achieved through the control 
over space, and the first step was to get rid of informal spaces and create 
formal spaces in which the new working class could flourish. The most 
important space created for Indians was Chatsworth, planned in the 
1950s and built and occupied in phases from 1963 to 1975.

This chapter examines how the seinenetting community in particu-
lar was impacted on by the increasingly segregated social, economic 
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and political processes that occurred in Durban in the period up to the 
1960s, when they were finally moved from Bayhead to Havenside in 
Chatsworth.

The Fynnlands settlement
The fishing community settled on Salisbury Island in the early 1870s 
when they had completed their indentures and were classified as ‘free’ 
Indians in the Colony of Natal. The men had fishing skills which they 
had learned in India and thus settled on Salisbury Island in the Bay of 
Durban as a location from which to fish with seine nets from rowing 
boats (Scott and Criticos 1991). Most of the fish caught was sold as 
dried fish, with the fresh fish being traded in Durban and as far as 
Pietermaritzburg. At this time the number of people on Salisbury Island 
was 218, with each family leasing a plot.

They remained there until 1901 when the Harbour Board required the 
island for a quarantine hospital. An alternative location was provided 
for them at Fynnlands, with lots allocated on the bay (Henderson 1904). 
The small village had 32 houses built on stilts to prevent flooding during 
spring high tides. Being a small community there was a high degree of 
intermarriage between the families (Interview, Kamla Naidoo). The 
original leader of the community was Mariemuthoo Padavatan who, 
with his brothers, sons and cousins, formed the core of the fishing 

Fynnlands fishing village.
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community. After some schooling at King’s Rest, the younger boys 
would be included in the fishing business (Scott and Criticos 1991). Oral 
and documentary evidence provides an account of the famous rescue 
by the Padavatan brothers and their fishermen friends, such as Gengan 
Padavatan, Mariemuthoo Padavatan, Kuppusamy and Rungasamy 
Naidoo, Sabapathy Govender and T. Veloo, of about 200 Indian people 
who had been swept into the Umgeni River from the Springfield Flats 
during the 1917 floods. This heroic deed had become part of Indian 
local history and the M Padavatan Primary School in Crossmoor, 
Chatsworth, is named after the leader of this group (Interview, Kamla 
Naidoo).

The women were mainly involved in domestic work but also 
contributed to the fishing business by hawking fish or curing it. Shrimps, 
crabs and fish were caught on the doorstep and provided a rich source 
of protein. From Salisbury Island, fishing boats would row out the 
harbour mouth to Addington Beach and most fish were netted between 
Vetch’s Pier and North Pier. However, the fishermen would row as far 
as the Umgeni Mouth and also fish down the South Coast, as far as Port 
Edward (Scott and Criticos 1991).

The catches of fish netted up until the 1950s were very large and 
up to 40 000 fish could be caught in one netting. Horse-drawn ‘spring 
carts’ carrying loads of fish would visit the Indian areas to hawk shad, 
which was the favourite fish. Prospering from their successful fishing 
business, some fishermen bought houses at the lower end of Bluff Road 
adjacent to the fishing village, creating a node of Indian-owned private 
property in this location.

What distinguished these fishers was that the method of catching fish 
was with a seine net. Once a shoal was spotted, the fishermen would 
row out in what were colloquially known as ‘banana boats’, cast the 
seine net and return to shore (Scott and Criticos 1991). The net would 
then be pulled in by the team of fishers. At its peak, the seinenetting 
industry involved 40 boats, which would work off Addington Beach, 
with their equipment stored in beach sheds. The 16th of September was 
traditionally celebrated as the beginning of the fishing season, with a 
feast of curry and rice at Addington Beach, where prayers were offered 
for a good season. Fishing is a seasonal business and garrick, salmon, 
shad and barracuda were caught in the first half of the year. In March, 
April and May the south-westerly winds would bring the migrating 
shoals of mullet from the cold Cape waters to the warmer spawning 
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grounds off the Natal coast (Brownie Pillay, cited in Scott and Criticos 
1991). A number of the pioneer fishermen purchased lorries to trans-
port fish to the Pine Street market (later re-established as the Victoria 
Street Market) where some families had fish stalls.

The early fishing business was initially conducted by the families who 
had licences from the Natal Fisheries Department under Ordnance 11 
of 1916, which determined the types of fish that could be caught and 
the locations. These licenses were handed down through families. The 
Natal Indian Fishermen’s Association was constituted to represent the 
fishers’ rights. From the 1950s, there was a decline in fishing catches 
and increasing restrictions on the types of fish that could be caught. 
Reasons cited by the seinenetters for this decline were: pollution from 
industry; overfishing; and the emergence of a large-scale commercial 
fishing industry using motorised boats. Unable to sustain themselves 
through fishing alone, families obtained additional income from other 
occupations, usually through wage labour (Scott 1992).

The fishing community remained in the Fynnlands site until 1960, 
when the reclamation of the mangrove swamps and the development of 
the Bay-facing shores of the Bluff by the Railways Administration for 
oil-storage tanks led to their removal. Since the Bluff had been zoned 
as a white group area, seven houses in Bluff Road were expropriated 
in 1960 under the Group Areas Act and the families living there were 
re-located to Bayhead and Chatsworth.

The Bayhead
The Bayhead area, or Bayside, as it was known locally, lies between 
Edwin Swales Drive and the Bay. It was a low-lying flood-prone area 
with the Amanzimnyama, Umhlatuzana and Umbilo rivers crossing it 
to enter the Bay. The Bayhead was a difficult and costly area to develop 
and it remained marginal in the industrial development of South 
Durban.

The Indian community settling in this marshy, fertile area grew vege-
tables, fruit and flowers here for the Durban market. Like other informal 
areas in South Durban, it became densely settled due to the shortage of 
land. The majority of the Fynnlands community moved here together in 
1960, using their lorries to carry their wood and iron housing materials. 
Moving to this area resulted in the seinenetters having to live in much 
closer quarters. Records from a Housing Survey undertaken by the City 
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Estates Department (CED) in 1963 reveals that a seinenetter’s shack in 
the Bayhead housed eight families (46 people) in one dwelling and that 
shacks were rack rented (CED Housing Surveys 1963–76). For example, 
in shack number SN1, there were nineteen rooms, mainly bedrooms 
and kitchens, for which the tenants paid R1.50 per month. The total 
number of people was eighteen adults and twenty-eight children, with 
seven of the eight families coming from the Fynnlands fishing village. 
Two of these household heads were still fishing in 1963. The survey also 
showed that tenant Subramoney of SN1 owned the Pine Road Butchery 
in Clairwood, while Nadasen who had owned 1397 Bluff Road was now 
renting. Fifty per cent of the tenants were unemployed in this shack and 
considered fishing a part-time occupation (CED Housing Surveys 1963–
76; Subramunien, 6 August 1987). This evidence shows that parts of the 
fishing community were still living together but were situated further 
from their boats at Addington Beach and could no longer row there. 
With the decline in catches and the gradual break-up of the community 

Bayhead lands.
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due to removals, the fishing community was becoming less cohesive. 
The 1963 survey revealed that 47 families remained, representing 293 
people. The survey also showed that fishing was contributing less to the 
very low household incomes, as family members were enrolling as wage 
labour in the Mobeni, Jacobs and Rossburgh factories.

Unique to the Bayhead, as compared with other parts of South 
Durban, was that it was originally owned by the colonial government 
and then, later, the South African government, which had bought up 
adjacent land totalling over 500 acres, allowing for this area to be incor-
porated into the industrial zone of the city. South Durban had been 
pinpointed as the ‘productive zone’ of Durban as early as the 1930s as it 
lay adjacent to the Durban Harbour. As the harbour grew to keep pace 
with industrial growth, the reclamation of the Bayhead area became 
necessary (Scott 2003). In the 1960s and 70s, the Bayhead was reclaimed 
and Durban’s railway marshalling yards were built there.

Shad: a once-thriving fishing 
village and industry was destroyed 
by the Group Areas Act. 
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Removals from South Durban to Chatsworth
The removal of 25 000 predominantly Indian people by the Durban 
City Council (DCC) took place from 1963 to 1975 in South Durban in 
the name of health and industrial development (Scott 2003). Decisions 
were referred by the DCC to the Indian Affairs Advisory Committee for 
comment but little cognisance was taken of the responses of this body. 
The ‘slum clearance’ procedures that evolved in South Durban reveal 
the increased importance of bureaucracy in the post-1950s period in 
South Africa (Purcell 1974). The DCC, through CED, served as an 
‘agent’ of the national state with regard to its racial policies by develop-
ing administrative procedures for shack clearance and removals. These 
procedures of governmentality were racially based and were applied to 
Indian informal households through what is termed ‘technologies of 
visibility’ (Street 2012). The procedures were aimed at surveying and 
physically numbering the informal households in order to control and 
make those families ‘visible’.

The DCC was legally required to offer alternative accommodation 
to the affected families and therefore removals could only occur after 
the construction of public housing schemes. As formal public housing 
became available from 1963 in terms of the Group Areas Act, the tempo 
of removals increased, and when formal housing was not available 
the DCC placed removees in temporary accommodation (‘holding 
stations’) until housing became available.

The large majority of people removed in South Durban were Indian, 
and their eventual destination was the Merebank and Chatsworth 
housing schemes. The large-scale removal of Indian families from South 
Durban had to dovetail with the development of ‘priority’ development 
projects, such as the Bulk Sales Market, Abattoir and Southern Freeway.

Central to the ‘slum clearance’ procedures was the necessity to exert 
tight administrative control over the shack settlements both to prevent 
further building of ‘illegal’ shacks and provide housing for the legal 
residents in priority areas. This was achieved through the technologies 
of ‘legal’ shacks with visible numbers, and surveying the households 
living within them. Those without numbers were branded ‘illegal’. 
Shacks had been built on Council-owned property in South Durban 
throughout the twentieth century but it was only in the 1950s that they 
became legalised through the CED Inspectorate, which systematically 
arranged tenancies (Hanson, 25 November 1987). This form of land 
tenure was known as ‘tenancy-at-will’ and involved the payment of a 
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small annual site rental and the stipulation that tenants could be given 
short notice if the land was required for development (UND 1952: 258). 
Because of the lack of a regular postal delivery service, the Inspectorate 
hand-delivered the monthly rental accounts from the City Treasurer’s 
Department for R2.30 (Hanson, 25 November 1987). This enabled 
strict control and surveillance to be kept over the tenants and their 
movements.

The process of removal was undertaken by the bureaucratic structures 
of the DCC through administrative procedures and by local officials. 
Hence, the politicisation of removal issues was neutralised and local 
state officials, such as the City Engineer, became the focus of what little 
resistance there was. This served to mediate state power and diffuse the 
inherently political nature of the removals. It was the success achieved 
by the Inspectorate in orchestrating an ‘efficient’ and controlled removal 
process that led the Railways Administration to utilise this department 
to undertake removals from their properties (Hanson, 10 November 
1988). With their assistance, ‘Tin Town’ in Springfield was created as a 
temporary shack settlement to house Indian families moved to Railways 
land at Bayhead to accommodate infrastructural development. In order 
to facilitate a smoother removal process in the face of ‘irregularities’ 

Map: South Durban.
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experienced in the field, it was decided that the CED officials should 
prepare a ‘standard procedure’, in the form of a set of guidelines titled 
‘The Housing of Displaced Families’ (Hanson 1988).

When an area had been declared a priority area, the Inspectorate 
undertook a ‘crash survey’ without forewarning the tenants. This 
secrecy was deemed necessary to prevent ‘ringers’ – those who attempted 
to obtain illegal access to housing by moving into the area. A team of 
officials would undertake the survey over a weekend, numbering all the 
shacks. The team would be instructed not to mention anything about 
rehousing, ’just tell them we are doing a count for the year. You keep 
quiet!’ (Hanson, 25 November 1987). The shack numbers were then 
entered on a map.

In addition to the above, a detailed socio-economic survey was 
carried out. All married families, divorcees, single people living with 
the families, widows, widowers and orphans were enumerated, but only 
married families qualified for state-subsidised formal housing. Each 
household head was given a number according to the area and shack 
number, and this number became their reference number in the register 
of families to be removed. Homeless families, such as subtenants 
whose landlord had been moved to Chatsworth, were temporarily 
accommodated in rooms in expropriated buildings in Clairwood, if 
available, or found their own accommodation, until such time as formal 
housing became available (Hanson, 25 November 1987).

Through undertaking crash surveys, the resident population of the 
settlement would be ‘pegged’, the effect of which was to ‘close’ the 
area to ‘anybody coming after that’ (Hanson, 25 November 1987). In 
addition, the families were issued with Housing Application Forms. 
In the early 1960s, when identity documents were in their infancy and 
‘calling names’ were used, birth certificates were utilised to establish the 
correct family names (Hanson, 10 November 1988).

As in all the shack settlements, there were cases of disqualification for 
housing due to incomes higher than the stipulated level. For example, 
housing application number 30 159 was lodged by Mr Rajopaul 
(TR 59/130)1 who earned R218.18 per month, which was above the 
stipulated income threshold, and this household therefore could not be 
accommodated (CED Housing Surveys 1963–76). Some of these people, 
while not qualifying for municipal housing, did not have the capital to 
purchase or build their own homes. As shack clearance proceeded in 
South Durban, the number of families refusing houses in Chatsworth 
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increased accordingly. It is estimated that in the late 1960s, however, 
only 7 to 8 per cent did not take up the offer, these being large families 
with very low incomes (Hanson, 10 November 1988). Throughout the 
entire surveillance procedure of numbering shacks, issuing housing 
allocation forms and undertaking surveys in residents’ homes, the 
Inspectors reported no resistance at all and, in fact, were treated with 
great hospitality and kindness.

Bayhead and seinenetter removals
The expansion of harbour facilities southwards and the relocation of 
the railway marshalling yards to the Bayhead required the clearance 
of shacks from Railways property at the Bayhead. By July 1968 the 
Railways Administration had given the tenants several six-monthly 
notice periods to vacate the area, but there was very little response. The 
Sirdar (supervisor) employed by the Railways Administration allowed 
new people to move onto vacated sites (Hanson, 5 February 1988).

The problems experienced by the Administration in removing the 
Bayhead population lay not only in their lack of experience, but in 
the ‘passive resistance’ of the residents. The leader of this movement 
was Mr Thambiran, spokesperson for the Woods Estate Bayhead Land 
Indian Tenants Welfare Society. With over 40 years of occupation on 
the land, the Bayhead shack dwellers had become incorporated into 
the larger Indian community in South Durban and expressed their 
opposition to moving. Although densities due to subletting had 
increased over time, the stability of the community, their proximity to 
community institutions and facilities in adjacent Clairwood, and their 
accessibility to employment in the adjacent industrial areas, made the 
Bayhead a desirable residential environment (Hanson, 10 April 1988).

The Railways Administration approached the City Council 
for assistance with removals of Bayhead Sections 1 and 2, as the 
Inspectorate had developed an efficient shack-clearance procedure 
(Hanson, 27 November 1987). These removals differed somewhat from 
the priority area removals in that the tenants were not on Council land 
and could not therefore be placed on the Council’s priority housing list 
for Chatsworth. In terms of the Housing Act of 1966, the tenants were 
the responsibility of the Department of Community Development.

Under these circumstances, the move of the Bayhead families was 
a ‘ticklish one’ and great diplomacy was required on the part of the 
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City Estates Inspectorate, with the move being accomplished between 
July 1968 and September 1970. The Chief Inspector, Mr Hanson, 
with some ‘persuasion’, managed to accomplish the entire removal 
of 226 families, with the provision that within one and a half years, 
the families removed to Springfield would be relocated to Chatsworth. 
The ‘illegal’ residents in Bayhead would also be included in the list of 
affected families (Hanson to Deputy City Valuator, 1 July 1968).2 Prior 
to the removals, bona fide residents of Bayhead as well as ‘illegals’ 
were transported by Corporation buses to ‘Tin Town’ in Springfield to 
select their own sites, with larger families allowed a double site. It was 
recorded by the Chief Inspector that ‘this was done in a most agreeable 
and considerate manner resulting in an incident-free exercise’ (Hanson 
to Deputy City Valuator, 1 July 1968).3 The Railways Administration 
supplied eight ten-ton trucks, every weekend for six months, to move 
the affected families and their shacks to Springfield (Hanson, 10 April 
1988).

By May 1969, the Department of Community Development had 
allocated Chatsworth housing for the ex-Bayhead tenants living at 
Springfield (Hanson, 10 April 1988). Stage 3 residents, 71 families from 
34 shacks, were rehoused directly to Chatsworth by September 1970. 
The ‘friendliness and understanding … of the Indian people’ regarding 
the ‘difficult situation in which Mr Hanson and Frank [the Sirdar] had 
often been placed’ was highly praised by the former (Hanson 10 April 
1988). Despite these efforts on the part of the Inspectorate to alleviate 
the difficulties experienced in relocation, the Tin Town site-and-service 
scheme was viewed as nothing more than a ‘legalised slum’ with a poor 
physical, social and communal environment (Maasdorp and Pillay 
1977). After the experience of the 1917 floods, the media reported that 
it was ‘immoral’ to settle people on a flood plain with no safeguards 
(Natal Mercury, 14 May 1971). During the removals, market-gardening 
activity continued to be undertaken in Bayhead despite notice being 
given of the impending clearance of the area. The gardeners continued 
until the very last moment, one individual stating that ‘we’ll take a 
chance’ (Hanson 1 July 1968).4

One group of families in the Bayhead was a notable exception with 
reference to the manner in which they were relocated. This small, 
cohesive community known as the ‘seinenetters’ has a long history of 
location in South Durban (Scott and Criticos 1988). The demographic 
profile of the seinenetting community displayed similar characteristics 
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to the larger shack population of South Durban, namely: overcrowding 
(average number of people per shack was 12.24); low incomes (65.4 per 
cent of seinenetter families earned under R50 per month, while 98.7 
per cent earned less than R100); a youthful population (246 children to 
707 adults); and increasing proletarianisation (sons and daughters all 
employed as wage labour) (CED Housing Surveys 1963–76).

The shack survey in October 1963 revealed that 28 of the 37 
seinenetters’ shacks were occupied by bona fide seinenetters and 
their ‘helpers’, such as motor mechanics. As a high-profile, relatively 
cohesive community, frequently featuring in Durban’s tourist brochures 
advertising its cultural diversity, they were dependent on access to the 
sea for their income. Therefore, the seinenetters were treated differently 
to other shack removees who were allocated housing on a first-come-
first-served basis. The Inspectorate clearly defined the seinenetters 
in terms of their occupation, and special provision was made, after 
much negotiation, to relocate them together to Havenside. This unit 
of Chatsworth is the closest sub-economic unit to the sea. In 1963, the 
Housing Section allocated some twenty houses to the Department of 
Community Development for the seinenetters from Bayhead.5

‘K.G.’ was the well-known leader and spokesperson of the seinenetters 
(Interview, Gonum Pattu). The formerly cohesive community, unified 
by strong kinship relationships and the corporate activity of fishing, 
has become much attenuated through the removal process (Scott and 
Criticos 1988).

Chatsworth
Chatsworth, a formally planned residential township, provided a radi-
cally different residential space to the communally constructed infor-
mal shack settlements of South Durban. Chatsworth was planned 
and constructed according to Western modernist building and density 
norms and thus presented an aesthetically monotonous living environ-
ment due to the uniform style and architecture employed. The residents 
had little say in the type of housing they were to occupy, which was 
specifically designed to accommodate the nuclear family. Furthermore, 
because established communities were not relocated in the same loca-
tion (except for the seinenetters and a few other cases), there was a lack 
of social cohesion.

Chatsworth was, however, provided with basic services, thus avoiding 
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the problematic health and sanitary conditions that had arisen in the 
informal areas. The shack settlements, by contrast, although lacking in 
essential services, were characterised by diversity, dynamism, organic 
growth patterns and creativity. These areas were communally created 
and thus invested with emotional and historical significance for the 
shack residents whose forefathers had actively engaged in the creation 
of the place and its communal institutions.

The massive intervention in housing by the national government 
to produce a racially segregated city (Davies 1976), went further than 
just that: it served, via the creation of the ‘economic’ housing units, to 
lock black moderate-income earners into a system of credit and direct, 
long-term dependence on wage earning and the state (Cooper 1983), as 

This 1983 photo of Clairwood civic 
leader G.S. Naidoo sums up the 
losing battle of the area’s residents.
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opposed to their relatively higher levels of independence as occupiers 
of informal space.

Seinenetter Brownie Pillay commented that when the fishing 
community lived in Fynnlands, they shared a big house of six bedrooms 
with ‘some subtenants who were very good people. When we moved 
to Bayhead and then Chatsworth they had to move with us.’ The 
relocation of these families took place into nuclear-family housing 
in the Chatsworth and Merebank public housing programmes, thus 
preventing the close kinship ties and communal living arrangements of 
the extended family.

The public housing scheme projects in South Durban served to 
provide an orderly and well-housed labour force within easy access of 
the industrial core of South Durban. The earliest removals in the 1950s 
occurred in the south in the Merebank No. 3 shack settlement, to allow 
for the continued construction of the Merebank Housing Scheme. 
These were followed by the large removal schemes in Amanzimnyama 
to free up industrial land; along the route of the Southern Freeway; in 
the Clairwood area, for the Bulk Sales Market and proposed abattoir; 
and in the Bayhead, for railways development. The seinenetting 
community formed part of this series of removals from areas that were 
earmarked for infrastructural development, all contributing to the 
gradual eradication of informal housing and its replacement by formal, 
non-residential land uses in South Durban.

The dislocation and upheaval of removal, combined with 
the suppression of all oppositional activities by the Nationalist 
government, resulted in a virtual lack of physical resistance to the 
shack clearance schemes. There was a deep sense of the injustice of 
the removal procedure, and this was voiced by the civic associations via 
‘legal’ channels of objection to the town-planning and administrative 
procedures, which were the channels through which removals were 
orchestrated. The Clairwood and District Residents and Ratepayers 
Association (CDRRA) protested against the destruction of the 
Clairwood Indian community on the basis of communal investment 
and historical attachment to the place. Although passively resistant 
in their attitude to municipal procedures, all respondents interviewed 
expressed extreme sorrow about the loss of community and place and 
recalled vivid memories of life in ‘Clairwood and District’ as it existed 
from the 1940s to early 1960s. As Mr K.S. Govender recalled:
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Those were good days. We used to get up at three [in the morning], 
because at 3.30 the first buses leave for Durban. We had to make tea – by 
4.00 we had to have sandwiches made for the workers at the mobile shops. 
They would be calling for cigarettes, matches and tea. We would have to 
take an early train from Wentworth to get to work. But we enjoyed work. 
It was our place there.

Conclusion
The seinenetters had settled on Salisbury Island in the 1870s to be near 
the calm waters of the bay to fish for a livelihood, using their fishing 
skills. As the harbour began to grow, they were moved to Fynnlands in 
1901, where they continued their fishing business for many years, and 
then to the Bayhead in the early 1960s where they became part of a 
much larger group of informal settlers who were already settled there 
and engaged mainly in small-scale agriculture. When the Bayhead was 
finally reclaimed to expand the size of the harbour in the 1960s, those 
who remained of the dispersed seinenetting community were removed 
to Havenside in Chatsworth.

The Inspectorate of the CED was responsible for developing a proce-
dure for administering removals from South Durban which served as 
a form of surveillance and control of those households living in the 
Indian informal settlements in Bayhead and other parts of South 
Durban. Snap surveys were undertaken, numbers painted on doors and 
this, together with the placing of households on the housing lists, was 
a government ‘technology’ that made people visible and legal in the 
relocation process and served as a form of control (Street 2012). This 
resulted in very little protest amongst the informal settlers, with only 
some opposition mounted from the CDRRA via legal routes of opposi-
tion, which served to depoliticise the removal process.

The removal of the seinenetters from Bayhead and, eventually, to 
Havenside was different from the removal of other communities in 
South Durban, as this group was moved together and some of their 
descendants still live in the area today. Their removal formed part of a 
much larger racially motivated removal process in South Durban, from 
1963 to 1975, of 25 000 predominantly Indian people by the municipal-
ity in the name of health and industrial development.
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Notes
1. When the shack settlements were surveyed, each area was given an abbreviated 
name. In this case, TR stands for the Trent Road shack settlement, which ran along 
Trent Road up the Umhlatuzana River valley. Mr Rajopaul was the 59th house out of 
the 130 informal houses which had been surveyed in this particular area.
2. CED Housing Surveys 1963–76: File J409/15, J97/3.
3. CED Housing Surveys 1963–76: File J409/15, J97/3.
4. CED Housing Surveys 1963–76: File J409/15, J97/3.
5. CED Housing Surveys 1963–76: File J97/3.
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Chapter 4

The Son of Matambu

Ronnie Govender

In Harry’s nimble hands the cutting of textiles in his shop on the 
ground floor next to the Delhi Restaurant in Grey Street was a work 

of art. Those longish, almost effeminate fingers, and his shy, friendly 
smile, even as he toiled the day-long, belied his hidden toughness – the 
neighbourhood knew that you didn’t mess with this man who could 
turn into a street fighter given the provocation. And it had to be extreme 
provocation that would turn him into a tiger. They also knew some-
thing about him which history seems, along with most things his gener-
ation did and stood for, to have long forgotten – he was ready to dip 
into his pockets to support the cause.

The cause lived on in such apparently inconsequential lives, but it 
burned especially bright and strong when the dapper ex-waiter, R.K. 
Naidoo and the smiling insurance agent, Ramhori Lutchman, talked 
about the cause – no normal sport in an abnormal society – and a 
handful of small-time businessmen like Harry Lalla dug deeply into 
their pockets. Harry had single-handedly taken over the high costs of 
running the Aces Football Club, one of the first clubs to have dared 
the stringent laws of racial separation by pioneering non-racial profes-
sional football. Harry, like Daddy Reddy, Manna Govender, Soobree 
Pillay, Prem Mooruth, Barloo Parekh, the Chetty brothers and others, 
put their money where their mouths were. While the corporates, Coca 
Cola, SA Breweries, Datsun Nissan, Toyota and the like threw big 
money behind racial football, these ‘small’ businessmen heeded the call 
to close ranks to save the beautiful game from the depredations of an 
ideology gone mad – the stuff of heroism, which must find its way into 
the history books if this nation is to really find its soul.
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It was this burning passion, and perhaps the fourth shot of cane at 
their Friday evening bingeing at the Himalaya Hotel, that did it. Harry 
was insistent and Ronnie eventually agreed to take over the manag-
ership of the Aces Football Club. The next morning, still shaking off 
the babelaas, he wondered how he had agreed to such a preposterous 
notion. He was merely a sports writer who scribbled furiously from a 
distance about the beautiful game. He was also doing his two-cents bit 
towards setting up a theatre which spoke a language different from the 
prevailing sycophantic one. He had never been involved in the running 
of football. All that, besides holding down a full-time job as a beer 
salesman.

But he had given his word. After all, wasn’t he the big mouth that 
talked about the cause till many got sick of him? Alright big mouth, 
you yourself once said that words without action are useless. Find the 
time, big mouth, find the time! And the energy, big mouth, the energy! 
Patience, patience, you’ll find the time soon to make up to those three 
great kids you’ve been blessed with. Like Hell!

Aces United, 1962.

Chatsworth.indb   49 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H5 0

First mission was to fill in the yawning gap in the club’s defence 
alongside the rangy Blondie Puckree. The earlier generation of foot-
balling legends, such as Strini Moodley, Sewnarain Lall, David Khosa, 
Excellent Mtembu, Papoo Akbar, Sivvy Dass and Dan Naidoo, had 
moved on. Some decent talent had been secured from the amateur 
ranks, except for that big hole in the defence.

Trying to shake off the stubborn babelaas, Ronnie drove to a semi-de-
tached council house in Road 10, Unit 5, Chatsworth. It was about 
three years after the first batch of tenants, displaced from places like 
Cato Manor, had moved in and already there were signs of the pride of 
house and hearth that had marked the same humble but loving efforts 
at making their homes their castles in the former places of residence. 
The tiny plots of land were sprouting lush with curry leaf, banana, 
guava, mango, avocado, beans, cabbage, dhania … the odd hen cluck-
ing at having laid eggs in what she felt was a secluded spot … somehow, 
the kids would not go hungry after meagre earnings were depleted on 
rents, clothing, school fees, exorbitant costs of travelling long distances 
to work … you name it. And, wonder of wonders – somehow, in place 
of the drab frontages, a few homes were beginning to sport facades 
of Spanish, Tuscan and other such foreign design. Even if they were a 
touch kitschy, what the hell … they were far better than the soullessness 
of the ghetto that their owners had been consigned to. A soullessness 
accentuated by the absence of sidewalks and streets with no name.

‘Boy come from good home, bhai, made of good bricks.’ That line 
from the play, The Lahnee’s Pleasure, never failed to bring the house 
down, the spontaneous hilarity of self-recognition, of the gentle but 
pointed mocking of the supposed impotence of the victims of forced 
removals. Homes built of rude and often fragile blocks hastily churned 
out by some contractor with City Council connections, out to make a 
fast buck – blocks now being replaced by ‘good bricks’.

Yet, come the weekend amidst those once drab tenements, men in 
tuxedos downing their scotches on the rocks, women in glitzy evening 
gowns sipping their cocktails, being dispensed satiating doses of musical 
relief at smart night-clubs – Eddie Watts, backed by the Dukes Combo, 
belting out a Tom Jones cover at the Pelican; Sydney Cane nursing the 
blues at the Savera; and Chris Gabriels and his Dynamos, mournfully 
cajoling John Lennon’s ‘Mother’, holding swooning couples in thrall, 
at the Sol Namara. You closed your eyes in one of those homages to 
soft hedonism and you could swear you were in downtown New York, 
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London or Paris, listening to the real thing. So good, in fact, that when 
Sydney Cane auditioned for a supporting act to Percy Sledge, the 
American pop star, he was told, ‘You’re hired but you can’t sing THAT 
song’. Why? Because he sang the song, ‘Unchanged Melody’, better 
than Sledge did.

Ronnie knocked on the door. ‘May I see Mr Rajgopal please?’
A slight young man with skinny legs in shorts and vest appeared.
‘Mr Rajgopal?’
‘Yes, what can I do for you?’
‘I’m from the Aces Football Club and …’
Ronnie was ushered into the front lounge-cum-bedroom and soon 

there was a hot cup of tea and a saucer of Marie biscuits in his hands – 
just the right thing for a stubborn babelaas.

‘Ronnie Govender? You write for the Leader, no? I read you every 
week …’

And we talked and talked. Especially about his father, Matambu 
Mariemuthoo. Ronnie waxed lyrical about arguably the finest attack-
ing defender this country has produced.

Matambu was an automatic choice for the South African Indians in 
the days when football, like everything else, was still racialised. Every 
two years, the national Indian, Coloured and African teams would 
meet in a knockout tournament for the Moroko-Baloyi Cup.

There was strict racial separation but Matambu gave a damn. 

Young Pritesh Rughbeer stands 
at the entrance of his Cato Manor 
home. This 1981 photo is of one of 
the few remaining families in the 
area at the time. 
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When he had a fall-out with George Singh, the secretary of the South 
African Indian Football Association, he quit the Indian Association 
and promptly joined African Wanderers which played at the Somtseu 
Road grounds. He was breaking the law but was warmly welcomed and 
every Sunday the ground would reverberate with shouts of ‘Matambu!’ 
‘Matambu!’ each time the redoubtable defender threw himself, body 
and soul, into his rousing tackles – the sort of tackles that were the ace 
in the pack that saw the Indians win the Moroko-Baloyi Cup for three 
years running before its inevitable disbandment.

Matambu’s son was a replica of his father. Wiry as a rake but, from 
what Ronnie had heard, the youngster was showing signs of the foot-
balling genius and the singular, nonpareil tackling of forwards twice 
his size. Matambu snr was a natural – speed, timing and superb posi-
tioning were all there, backed by dollops of courage – he never backed 
off from a challenge. What’s more, he had an uncanny knack of ‘read-
ing’ the game, to the extent that his passes were not just accurate, they 
were placed in a gap in which a second ago there was none. Years later, 
when the game had matured from ‘individualism’ to chessboard team-
work, Matambu had an innate sense of the cornerstone of tactical play 
– ‘the man without the ball is more important than the man with the 
ball’, a kind of instinctive assertion of the socialist ethos – a subliminal 

Inside a Hindu Temple at Second 
River, Cato Manor. Institutions built 
over generations were destroyed 
by the Group Areas Act. 
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affirmation of working-class power. No wonder it’s still ‘the peoples’ 
game’, even if the likes of Rooney, whom, for my money, Bob Pillay 
would have matched given half the chance, earns £200 000 a month or 
something like that.

As they talked, Ronnie’s thoughts went back to the days as a kid 
when his dad would take him to watch the Sam China Tournament, the 
popular biennial which saw provincial Indian teams pitted against one 
another. They were gala affairs, where Indian women would emerge 
from their ‘purdahs’ to don saris in the colours of their provincial 
teams. The intensity is perhaps captured in this line from my 1949 play, 
when ‘Ruthnum Pillay with his very Indian accent, especially chosen 
by the very white SABC, commented, “Peter Snake Abrahams put one 
terrific shot to beat goalie Man Mountain Mustafa. Ten Maritzburg 
supporters fainted on the spot.”’

Amongst the games that drew them in their thousands were the derby 
clashes between Southern Natal, Northern Natal and Transvaal, from 
which the champion side would invariably emerge. Matambu was a 
regular for the Southern Natal side in the company of those like Mannie 
Naidoo, V.C. Moodley, Lightie Chinniah, Koindia Somalingum and 
Natroon Subramoney. Northern Natal boasted the likes of Dharrum 
Mohan, Balraj Mohan, Thiri Rampath, Teddy Jamaloodeen and Bob 
Pillay. Transvaal would sport the talented Padayachee brothers, espe-
cially the boy wonder, ‘Links’ Padayachee, who made the national side 
at the age of sixteen. Stellar talent, good enough to grace the best inter-
national arenas of the world.

It was eventually arranged that Ronnie would see Matambu jnr play 
in an actual match. What he saw confirmed his feelings that the lad had 
the right ingredients. But there is a huge difference between amateur and 
professional football. The latter demands long hours of training every 
day. It would eventually be up to the youngster’s own application and 
his handling by the coach. What was more important, however, were the 
feelings of the youngster. He listened patiently as Ronnie put the case to 
him. He didn’t take much convincing. Football was in his blood. As they 
enthused over the possibilities, Ronnie wondered whether this moment 
would be a watershed one. Mariemuthoo ‘Matambu’ Rajgopal’s bril-
liance should have seen him not only play for his country; it should have 
seen him star in the international arenas of the beautiful game. Was 
this the moment that, perhaps, his son would go on to fulfill the natural 
talent that ran in his blood?
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The youngster was enthusiastic but there was one snag.
‘What is that?’ Ronnie asked.
‘Training.’
‘What about the training?’
The youngster was hesitant: ‘I can train full-time for only two weeks 

a month.’
‘Why can’t you train the whole month?’
‘I work nightshift every two weeks.’
Ronnie drove back through the narrow, unpaved streets. He passed a 

makeshift temple, constructed of wood and iron. Someday it would be 
replaced by a properly built one. The money would somehow be found, 
as in the days when their forebears in places like Cato Manor collected 
their pennies and built their own schools. He passed the bourgeoning 
business centre where, amongst the detritus of construction, the scaf-
folding, the bricks and building sand on the sidewalk, garish, lopsided 
signs proclaimed many bargains, from ‘soft-cooking, gravy-soaking 
potatoes’ and ‘hot, hot, mother-in-law’s curry powder’ to ‘genuine silk 
Benares saris’. Life was going on in the way it went on in Cato Manor, 
nightshift or no nightshift, whether TB ravaged its way through an 
impoverished community, and mothers cooked bush-herbs, pumpkin 
herbs and, when they were lucky, beans and potatoes and some occa-
sional chicken, keeping their broods going, and a poem he had once 
written went through his mind:

CATO MANOR
Beneath the heaving crowns of mango flowers bearing promise 

of a child’s summer
the games we played
the friendships we forged
the battles we fought
and the love we made
beneath the heaving crowns of mango flowers

CATO MANOR
running barefoot to school
marbles jangling in bulging pockets
spoils of stirring victories …
Vinayagam’s fretwork saw
cutting out his ornate wonder
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the royal coach
standing proudly in the principal’s office
 a monument to patience and skill

CATO MANOR
spectators on frenzied toes
voices hoarse with excitement
as soccer rivals, Pirates and Westerners
set alight the hallowed turf of Mayville Ground
goal!

CATO MANOR
the shad’s on the run
Uncle Chin, old rascal, downs
his sixth cane but is steady
as a rock
Ayah brings in the steaming rice
and did you know that God made shad
especially to be curried?
Uncle Chin tells us about the ones
that didn’t get away
and about how Mowgli will leave
them standing at the Durban July Handicap

CATO MANOR
tired and weak through
the fasting and the heat
punishes you further
but you pick up the Kavadi
and follow the throng
from the temple grounds
as chanting devotees throw water
to cool the baking tar beneath your feet
the flesh sags
but the spirit rises to the haunting
Nageswaram and woodeke
till you do your penance
amid the crumpled marigold petals
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CATO MANOR
silence now and bush
no more Discovery Road
no more Trimborne Road
no more hopscotch
no more ripe mangoes from Thumba’s yard
Cato Manor, you have done your penance
amid crumpled eviction notices

Matambu jnr had looked crushed. His dreams of footballing fulfillment 
had evaporated. Yet another dream shattered. How many such shattered 
dreams in that vast complex of close on 300 000 at the time? And who 
would take up the cudgels on their behalf and on behalf of millions of 
their fellow South Africans living in equally bad, perhaps even worse, 
circumstances? That flame of resistance lives on in Chatsworth, given 
its head by those like one of its unsung heroes, Thumbiran who, in his 
old age, defied the blows of the iron-bar-wielding goons of Rajbansi in 
protesting outside the Tricameral polling booths; by the martyr Lenny 
Naidu, ruthlessly gunned down in cold blood by apartheid’s assas-
sins; by Kumie Naidoo, today heading the international custodians of 
climate change, Greenpeace.

The ghetto is designed to kill the spirit of its hapless denizens. That 
clearly underpinned the setting up of the ghettoes of Chatsworth, 
Lamontville, Chesterville, Merewent and hundreds of others through-
out the country.

Chatsworth is one of those ghettoes that refused to buckle. It survives 
in ‘ordinary’ people like Girlie Mohammed, who stood defiant in the 
face of racist elements in the eThekwini Council demanding increased 
rents, proclaiming, ‘We are not Indians, we are the poors!’

Girlie Mohammed’s words rang in my ears when I was recently taken 
on a visit to the Bangladesh Market in Chatsworth. We walked through 
the rows of stalls, manned mostly by Indian and African women, stalls 
loaded with heaps of freshly shelled ground-nuts, gadra bean and 
double bean, watercress, bush herbs, painstakingly heaped pyramids 
of tomatoes, potatoes, onions, cabbages, cauliflowers, green beans and 
peas, sprinkled with water, the droplets glistening in the sunlight that 
slanted in through the crudely constructed metal roofing. A bunch of 
fragrant curry leaf was thrust under my nose, ‘Only 50 cents, Uncle, 
strong curry leaf, go on, smell it!’
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above: Protest march by the Cato 
Manor Residents Association.

right: Girlie Amod of Westcliff was 
in the forefront of service delivery 
protests in the late 1990s and early 
2000s in Chatsworth. 
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We walked through stalls selling freshly fried vade, moorkoo, 
samoosa and bhagia alongside canisters of hot tea and coffee dispensed 
in polystyrene tumblers for a pittance. ‘Help yourself to the sugar, bru’, 
and a jam tin of sugar with plastic spoons was handed to us.

At the far end your nostrils picked up the smell of slaughter, of fresh 
fish cleaned and cut at your request, of de-feathered ‘running fowl’, of 
sheep-head and trotters, their downy hairs singed, with the slightly 
burned skin giving the resulting curries their distinctive, mouthwater-
ing flavour.

Wow!
When I was asked to say a few words after having been given the 

Living Legend Award by Zweli Mkhize’s Premier’s Office and the 
eThekwini Municipality, I said:

Pictures flash through my mind of my grandfather, Veeraswamy Govender, 
still unbent in his late sixties, carrying two heavy metal cans of water to 
lovingly water his dhania, his herbs, his cabbages, which he would take at 
the crack of dawn, by horse-cart, to sell at the Indian Market. From such 
backbreaking labour a community collected its pennies and built its own 
schools, bringing forth generations of teachers, doctors, lawyers, work-
ers, nurses, businessmen and freedom fighters … Now there is talk of the 
destruction of the Indian Market. I accept this award in cognisance of the 
singular contribution of my grandfather’s generation to this nation. In 
doing so I want to urge the powers that have bestowed this honour on me 
that they would do better by not destroying this monument to self-help 
but to declare it a national monument.

The fight to save the Durban Indian Market by a handful of concerned 
citizens goes on. As I walked through the Bangladesh Market that day, I 
was overwhelmed by the nonpareil spirit of a community that through 
the generations has refused to buckle. ‘Fresh dhania, Uncle, only 50 
cents!’

Only 50 cents. And before the day is through, the sweat washed away, 
the cash counted, and the God-lamp lit in the bedroom of that tiny 
council house in Unit 5, Chatsworth, a mother will pray, ‘Thank you, 
Muruga, I can pay the fees this month so that my daughter can go to 
school and become something. Aum Namasivaya.’

Cato Manor has paid its penance. Chatsworth is still doing so. Drugs 
eat into its very soul, the lunch of some schoolchildren consists of two 
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Marie biscuits, the girl child is driven to prostitution. Yes, the penance 
lingers but hope lives on, the way it did wherever the descendants of 
Indian Indentured Labourers settled, and one day the ghetto will be 
completely erased, replaced by the proud, albeit sometimes kitschy 
appurtenances of an enduring love of home and family – in the place 
of the intended ghetto, a phoenix is rising and the community of 
Chatsworth is reclaiming the soul that the arbiters of human misery 
tried to destroy in places like Cato Manor.
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Chapter 5

History and Nostalgia
Remembering the Magazine Barracks

Hannah Carrim

Even though I attend a lot of pastoral meetings, I’m very, very 
proud to announce that I am from Magazine Barracks because 
out of that Barracks came profound people and professional 
people – doctors and lawyers and teachers, nurses and we had 
one of the best flame dancers, the late Kamalnathan Kandhan 
– no one touched that man. He used to dance with flames on 
his body, candles burning, and he will then, whilst he’s danc-
ing, put the flames off himself.

 — The Reverend Deena Muthen

In the centre of NMR Avenue was Magazine Barracks, and the 
district that I stayed was Clyde’s District. There was a famous 
place called Four Trees because there were four trees in that 
area. This is where all the guys in the evening, once the sun 
sets, are all sitting there, milling around, they get together, do 
their naughty things. Three of those four trees are still there. 
When I go past, I always recognise those trees. You ask any guy 
from Magazine Barracks, Four Trees, he’ll tell you.

— Jaya Lutchman

Chatsworth.indb   60 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



H I S T O R Y  A N D  N O S TA LG I A 6 1

In an area of central Durban formerly known as the Eastern Vlei 
were two municipal labour family barracks: the Magazine Barracks, 

which housed Indian South African municipal workers and their fami-
lies; and the adjacent Baumannville Barracks, which housed African 
workers and their families. For the purposes of this analysis, the lens 
has been directed at the Magazine Barracks and the life narratives 
of some of its former residents, focusing in particular on the social 
rupture caused by the forced removals of residents to Chatsworth. 
The barracks was bounded by the then Argyle Road, Somtseu Road, 
Umgeni Road, NMR Avenue, Stanger Street and Brickhill Road. 
Research for this chapter comprised interviews with former residents, 
the key question being how to deconstruct ‘memory’ in post-apart-
heid South Africa in terms of how it relates to a view of urban life 
prior to forced removals. It is also a past that takes on a gendered 
dimension in terms of how the economic contributions of women in 
the Barracks have been understood.

Magazine Barracks
The barracks were built in the 1880s to provide accommodation for 
Indian indentured immigrants who worked for the Durban municipal-
ity. The compound was composed mostly of wood and iron blocks, 
with some small brick buildings built in the 1930s and, later, more 
‘modern’ two-storey flats. The accommodation was overcrowded 
and people lived in cramped and often unsanitary conditions. The 
barracks had, in fact, been condemned as a health hazard as far back 
as 1914 (Freund 1995: 68). Former resident Jaya Lutchman recalls that 
elders used to sleep on the beds while children were forced to sleep 
under the beds due to a lack of space. Another resident, Danny Pillay, 
who was born at the barracks in 1941, his father being employed in 
the City Police Department, remembers nine family members living 
in two rooms. His family was one of a handful that occupied the new, 
modern buildings.

The area that I came from was at the entrance of Magazine Barracks. We 
lived in this brick building, double storey, which was referred to as ‘New’ 
because they were the last buildings to be constructed. It was a ‘show-
case’, a display to the outside world that they were keeping us in comfort-
able, modern structures. So in those new buildings, they were numbered 
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Over 5 000 people lived at the Magazine 

Barracks in Durban. This vibrant community 

was destroyed by the Group Areas Act. 

In this chapter, residents look back 

nostalgically at life at the barracks. The 

photos throughout this chapter provide a 

glimpse into that life.

Old Chatsworth

Chatsworth.indb   62 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



O L D  C H AT S W O R T H 6 3

Chatsworth.indb   63 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H6 4

K3 and K4, each family had a very modern kitchen with electric stove 
plates – unheard of in those days.

John Kisten was born in the barracks in 1934 to a municipal street-
sweeper father. He grew up in a wood and iron building. The room was 
‘approximately five by five [metres] and then we had a kitchen that was 
much smaller, communal [toilet and bathroom] – we all had to share 
it’. This was the accommodation for Kisten’s family of nine who lived 
in Sunrise District (‘Sunrise’, he pointed out, ‘because we were the first 
district to see the sun each morning – the sun rose on the beachfront 
and we were closest to the beachfront’). Other districts were called 
Temple City, Casbah (for its legendary gangsters), Clyde’s District, 
London Square (‘because we had a courtyard’), and Ground’s Field 
(‘where the people came as grounds people’). Jaya Lutchman, born in 
1940 in Clyde’s District, explained how the district later got its name:

The late Billy Peters attended a game between South Africa and Clyde, 
who came from Scotland. Stanley Matthews was one of the guest play-
ers and they [Billy Peters and friends] went to the match, and he got so 
impressed with the team [that] when he came back he named the district 
where he was born ‘Clyde’s District’.

Jaya’s father, Lutchman Raghan, worked as a sweeper at the Magazine 
Barracks before being promoted to the ration room in the Alice Street 
Municipal Depot. The family lived in overcrowded surroundings in B1 
Block:

Myself, my brother, two sisters and my younger brother stayed there with 
my parents and also my granny – that’s my mother’s mother – and her 
daughter and son also stayed with my dad. My dad had to take care of 
them because my grandfather passed on, plus he took care of his two 
brothers that stayed in the same house until they got married.

Due to space constraints, younger members of the family slept on the 
veranda during summer while in winter ‘we used to sleep under the bed. 
The elders used to sleep on the beds.’ References to overcrowding and 
the extremely high mortality rates, mostly due to acute endemic intesti-
nal infections, are found in many official studies from the 1930s and 40s 
(see, for example, Naidoo 1946).
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Magazine Barracks housed the lowest-paid municipal workers who 
worked mostly as street sweepers, cleaners, night-soil removers and 
parks-and-gardens attendants, while the more educated worked as 
clerks for the municipality. Kisten highlights the discourse around the 
male provider, echoed by many of the men interviewed. He recalled that 
fathers

worked very hard during the time and sometimes we had to go and see 
them, you know, they started work at a very early hour. Now my mother 
didn’t have the lunch ready, we had to go and carry this lunch – quite a 
distance, you know, quite a distance they had to travel to work – but they 
didn’t mind that, they was all set to, you know, provide for the family.

Magazine Barracks was under the supervision of a white supervisor 
and a group of Indian security officers employed by the municipality, 
who were referred to as Sirdars. It had a Hindu majority population 
(88 per cent in 1946), with small groups of Christian (10 per cent) and 
Muslim (2 per cent) residents. Religion was a central and dynamic force 
for residents which unified as opposed to creating antagonism, with 
various religious denominations participating in each other’s cere-
monies. Places of worship and festivals were the hub of community 
life. They included the Somtseu Road Temple, Tamil Baptist Church, 
Somtseu Kovil and several other sites of worship. Jaya remembers that 
religious festivals were ‘very important. They took their religions very 
seriously there. [When] the Muslims had the Muharram, then all of 
them used to go. The temple had functions – everybody used to come 
there.’

Education was of common interest for those living at the barracks, 
with girls attending the Temple Girls School and boys the Depot Road 
School, which stood opposite each other in Somtseu Road. A few chil-
dren attended the Greyville School as Depot Road was often over-
subscribed. Daya Pillay was one of those forced to attend Greyville: 
‘Unfortunately, the principal, Mr Gounden – his nickname used to 
be ‘Shaka’ because he was a very strict disciplinarian – he used to 
allow students from areas that had schools near them to be admitted 
to his school – Grey Street, Carlisle Street, May Street had their own 
schools.’

Instruction in Tamil, Telugu and Hindi was offered after school at 
the barracks. Sport was a further pillar of identification. Well-known 
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football clubs included Sunrise, Square Rangers, Casbah, Sons of 
India, Temple City, Young Buccaneers, Boys Town, and Depot Road 
United. Clubs were connected to the districts within the barracks in 
which residents lived. Respondents remember some outstanding sport-
ing personalities. Among them are boxer Louis Joshua, who became a 
South African champion, and Sam Ramsamy, who started as a lifesaver 
and, later, in exile, was central in the fight for the isolation of apartheid 
sport under the auspices of the South African Non-Racial Olympic 
Committee (SANROC) and who now serves on the Executive of the 
International Olympic Committee (IOC).

There were strong ties to ‘city living’, such as walking to the beach to 
fish or swim and shopping in ‘town’ (the city) and the Indian market in 
Warwick Avenue. Jaya remembers, ‘we were regular in the beachfront, 
mostly on Sundays’. Fishing was important in the lives of barracks’ 
residents, according to Jaya:

Lot of fishermen were there. That was like a livelihood for some of them 
too – go and catch fish, bring it home – you don’t have to buy meat if 
you got fish so they had to cook that. Maybe they sell it to buy vegeta-
bles too. My father was a very good fisherman and then we used to go 
with him for all the tournaments – Kelso Beach, Tinley Manor Beach, 
Sizela Beach …

The Drama Hall was a central meeting point, with Tamil, Telugu and 
Hindi schools, singing classes, cultural dancing on Fridays, as well as 
movies in Tamil and Hindi being shown. Jaya recalls walking around 
with a placard advertising movies until the hall was full:

Most popular were Tamil movies, ja. And then we used to go to Railway 
Barracks – they should have Western movies. We used to jump over the 
fence and – because they only allowed Railway Barracks people there –we 
used to duck, hide our face or something because they just know who’s 
from Railway Barracks and who’s from Magazine Barracks. If they see 
you from Magazine Barracks, the fellows will throw you back over the 
wall.

Deena Muthen, now a Reverend, was born at the barracks in 1950. He 
was one of fifteen family members (seven brothers, five sisters, mother, 
father and grandfather) residing in A1 Block1. His father Freddy was 
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the principal of the Tamil school which was conducted at the Drama 
Hall in the afternoons. He offers a nostalgic account of the barracks 
as a ‘place filled with so much of harmony and so much of culture’. In 
addition to their localised space, they were also connected to broader 
networks of more ‘well-to-do’ Indians who would provide resources 
and services. Danny Pillay and John Kisten remember prominent busi-
nessmen and families such as George Singh and D.K. Singh, and the 
Paruk and Lockhat families, for giving freely to the community. The 
Moosa Hajee Cassim Charitable Trust, for example, helped to build a 
school for children at the barracks.

A significant organisation for residents was the Durban Indian 
Municipal Employees Society (DIMES), an active trade union which 
took up a myriad of issues on behalf of employees. Most of these 
workers were also active in the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) during the 
1940s, and in June 1953, in the context of the 1952 Defiance Campaign 
led by the African National Congress (ANC) and the South African 
Indian Council (SAIC), took part in a political strike. Around 300 
workers from the Magazine Barracks were dismissed and removed from 
their homes. Involvement in these strikes was regarded as a bitter expe-
rience (Freund 1995: 57). This was a key moment in the evolution of 
DIMES unionism, which began to focus on issues of direct concern to 
workers, such as working conditions, wages and the protection of jobs 
(Vahed 2001: 111).

Group Areas
In line with the Group Areas Act, the City Council resolved in 1962 
to close down the barracks and transfer the residents to sub-economic 
housing in Chatsworth, mainly in Westcliff and Croftdene, with a 
small number in Bayview. Kisten recalls that the family received ‘letters 
and, at that time, they didn’t just give you one house, they gave you a 
few houses to go and choose which one you wanted’. There was little 
organised protest. According to Kisten, ‘they never resist so much 
because we had to [comply]. We had no choice, but with mixed feeling 
… wherever we were going to go now, we not going to be that commu-
nity that we was. It was all spread out.’ The Reverend Muthen believes 
that the municipality was cunning in the way it approached reloca-
tions, enticing people through the offer of electricity. Jaya Lutchman 
similarly recalls:
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I attended [a] couple meetings at Drama Hall where the people were 
resisting. Finally they had to take a decision, said, there’s nothing that we 
can do now, the municipality want this land because of the Group Areas 
Act, your’ll have to leave, we’re providing your’ll alternative accommo-
dation in Chatsworth … They told the parents, your’ll don’t have fridges 
here, you don’t have lights, communal toilets and this is not the way to 
live in this place. We were sent to Unit 5 and we came, looked at that one 
house that was in the corner of 515/516 – it’s a thatched cottage – so we 
preferred that because then my mother’s brother – he also started in the 
council so he needed a house also in Chatsworth. That’s how we came 
about getting that one corner plot for both the families.

Most residents found the early years in Chatsworth difficult. Reverend 
Muthen, who moved to Chatsworth in 1965, found it challenging

because we had to take a bus from here to Somtseu Road to go to Loram 
High School. I got to do my Standard Seven there, eventually I had to 
take a transfer to Glenover High. When we moved here, there were no 
high schools. We were so used to the environment at Magazine Barracks, 
we lived as a family … it means that we’re going to lose that contact in 
Chatsworth … My closest friend was George Appiah. We lost contact 
for 33 years [before] I found him in Unit 9 at a thanksgiving service. 
Danny now, after he left Magazine Barracks, I lost contact with him. 
I only met him in the start of the Magazine Barracks Remembrance 
Association.

Transport, Danny Pillay also emphasised, was a major problem:

From my perspective, it was mainly the distance, in that where we lived 
[barracks], everything was walking distance – you name it and it was 
there close by. But, when you came to Chatsworth, you find you’ll have to 
think about going anywhere, besides your work which was compulsory – 
you had to find travel means to get to your work place – but others, like 
entertainment, schooling, buying your vegetables, market, groceries, all 
were not available in Chatsworth because the infrastructure was not even 
prepared for this forced removal and that was the saddest part … I feel 
that the English-speaking councillors of my time treated us harshly and 
they had no regard for us as human beings.
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Working-class people could no longer supplement their incomes with 
part-time work, as Danny underscored:

We just was extremely poor and large families – some of us even make a 
joke of it today that it was because there were no TVs then. Our fathers, 
mainly fathers – many of them used to have second jobs – 7.00 to 4.00, 
5.00 to 10.00. Jaya’s father, Mr Lutchman, used to work the normal job, 
sweeping the street and then working in the ration room and thereafter he 
used to go and work in the drive-in cinema, you know, Durban Drive-in, 
it was next door, walking distance. So there were this second job because 
of providing for the large families and there was no recreation as such for 
most of them because of double shifts.

Residents tried to recreate their lives in various ways. Jaya and his 
friends, for example, were members of Clyde’s Football Club and 
‘we said, we’ll continue with their legacy and come to Chatsworth 
and form Young Clyde’s Football Club’. Jaya is present chairman of 
the club which celebrated its 40th anniversary in 2006. The temple in 
Chatsworth was also an important link. John Kisten explains that at 
the Magazine Barracks they had a

wood and iron temple, that is the temple that they removed to Chatsworth 
here. It’s in Unit 3 [191 Glenover Road]. I’m in that temple, Chatsworth 
Magazine Barracks Shri Vishnu Temple – we still maintain the name. It 
is playing a very important role because it’s our old name and we have 
members from far and wide – Cliffdale, Pinetown, Bluff, Durban North, 
then Queensburgh.

 To keep interest in Tamil alive, in 2005 retired teacher Mala Lutchmanan 
composed a book of Devotional Hymns in Tamil as part of her ‘seva’ 
(service) to the Magazine Barracks Temple (Sunday Tribune, 24 April 
2005). And the school that was built for the young children of former 
Magazine Barracks residents in Pelican Drive, Bayview, was called the 
Depot Road Memorial School.

Barracks ‘community’
In reflecting on the memories of former residents of the Magazine 
Barracks, it appears there was a strong sense of communal identity. 
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Interviewees highlighted such things as patriarchal family, religious 
harmony, caring for one another, and the communal nature of such 
things as childrearing. The strong sense of loss is highlighted in the 
words of Kisten who emphasised that ‘though we were poverty-stricken 
but, end of the day, it was one large family and discipline was right on 
the top. It was a wonderful place.’ A woman interviewee who wished 
to remain anonymous also remembered her years at the barracks as a 
happy time: ‘It was very good, we used to go in the bus, taxis, freely to 
market and nobody interfered with us, nobody … leave doors open, 
windows open, freely our children used to go to school and we used to 
go midnight to the bioscope that time.’

Relocation to Chatsworth led to a loss of more than just residential 
spaces. Danny Pillay argued that a settled community of longstanding 
friendships, networks and common interests was destroyed:

[At the barracks] we was quite satisfied. What happened there, there was 
no such a thing as hatred, jealousy, you know why – because your father 
earned X amount of money and my father also earned the same amount 
and you didn’t have an extension [as houses in Chatsworth have], you 
didn’t own a car – so our lifestyle was same and there was so much of 
love, unity and, you know, friendship.

The Reverend Muthen contrasts differences in the ways in which news 
of a death is conveyed:

It’s sad we move to this place, because some of our people from Magazine 
Barracks who have passed on, we don’t even know, but when it was at 
the Magazine Barracks, if someone passes on, everybody knows that 
so-and-so passed on. We have a man with a bell who’ll go and ring in 
every line, telling them who passed on, and we sadly miss those things, 
you know.

Pushpam Murugan’s Lotus Blooms on the Eastern Vlei (1997) is indic-
ative of this sense of deifying the past. Murugan views the history of 
Magazine Barracks as the ‘story of a people who had little means but 
by sheer determination, elevating themselves, accomplished the impos-
sible’ (1997: 13). The book portrays a strongly bonded group of hard-
working individuals who worked together to raise themselves above 
the limitations imposed on them by the state. It is representative of 

Chatsworth.indb   76 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



H I S T O R Y  A N D  N O S TA LG I A 7 7

the views of many former residents who were either formally inter-
viewed or informally spoken to, and who portray an idyllic community 
ruptured by the Group Areas Act.

Gendered memories of work
Interviews with former women residents of Magazine Barracks 
revealed a different past. The central theme that emerged from inter-
views with men was the loss of identity resulting from their removal 
from the barracks. The contributions of women to the domestic econ-
omy, as evinced by several women interviewees, were peripheral to the 
narratives of men. Interviews with women who lived at the barracks 
should be contextualised in terms of their poor living conditions in 
a working-class neighbourhood of Chatsworth (Bayview), largely 
forgotten by the state. They live in small blocks of flats that were 
in a state of disrepair at the time of the interview, with rubbish and 
building debris from half-finished improvements lying in the streets, 
while a debt collector negotiated with a family outside one of the 
houses where an interview was being conducted. The four women 
interviewed lacked formal education but had provided economically 
for their families from a young age. While they spoke about domestic 
employment, this was not seen as ‘real work’. They recollected the 
Magazine Barracks, as the men had, in a very positive light but there 
was a disparity in perceptions about the gendered nature of work. 
The Reverend Muthen, when asked whether women in the Magazine 
Barracks ‘worked’, said:

No, that time see, our Indian culture did not allow the women to go 
and work because the husband now – he’s the prime figure in the home, 
he’s the stalwart in the home and, according to our Indian culture, the 
man is the priest of the house and one of his prime responsibilities is to 
cater for his family so the mother took care of bringing up the children 
while the father will go and labour and provide for the family. That 
culture was there right until the time we [Magazine Barracks] came to 
Chatsworth.

Women who lived in the barracks stated that they and their mothers did 
domestic work for wealthier Indian families in the city and some even 
did factory work. Interviewee 1 was born in 1936, but had been unsure 
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of the date until her daughter, who attended the interview, supplied 
it. Her father, Applesamy, had worked in the railways and her mother 
worked as a domestic worker until her death in 1969. She recalled her 
parents and five children living in two rooms, and that while her mother 
was at work, she and her sisters would look after the house and the 
children. Only her brothers went to school. She married at the age of 
sixteen and moved to Clairwood. She remembers a few women living 
in the barracks doing factory work, such as sewing sacks in the nut and 
orange factories in Point Road, but mostly doing housework, ‘we’d get 
pennies and pounds for bread and milk’. When she was asked whether 
women worked, she replied, ‘no, most of them domestic’, but then 
when asked whether this was, in fact, ‘work’, she conceded it was. Her 
friend, who had a comparable upbringing and also did not have formal 
education, gave a similar response about paid employment in the houses 
of wealthier families: ‘We used to do housekeeping and cleaning, you 
know, washing and ironing, that time it wasn’t work, they never called 
it work. They (the mothers) used to do washing and ironing, helping 
anybody, auntie and all, like there was no permanent work for us that 
time, very hardship that time.’

Daya Pillay was born in Victoria Street and married at the Magazine 
Barracks. She had Alzheimer’s, yet remembered living in a two-roomed 
tin house in London Square and recalls that several women had worked 
in factories. Bomi was born in Mayville in 1937 and married at the 
age of twelve when she moved to the Magazine Barracks. She attended 
school up to Standard Two, after which her mother took her to sell 
things at the market until her marriage. She then worked as a cleaner 
at a dress factory called South Central, which only employed Indians. 
Questioned about other women working, she claimed, ‘I don’t see no 
ladies working’.

Contemporary surveys bear out the contribution of women to the 
family income. A 1946 survey of the 6 140 residents of the Magazine 
Barracks found that the average family size was 6.1 persons with 1.4 
wage-earners per household. The income of municipal employees 
accounted for 61.74 per cent of the total income, with the balance consist-
ing of the income of women ‘peddlers’ and domestic servants. Women 
were involved in hawking, market gardening and domestic work in order 
to supplement family income (in Vahed 2001: 113).
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Magazine Barracks Remembrance Committee
Events linked to the Magazine Barracks continue to attract interest. 
According to the Reverend Muthen, ‘Say hypothetically now, if  we 
have to put up a little show and something that just says “Magazine 
Barracks” it will catch their eye and they will all come to attend 
because, you know, this is my old place and I want to go and see 
what’s happening.’ The Magazine Barracks Remembrance Committee 
was formed in 1997 with the aim of recording the barracks’ history 
and building a community hall, library and museum in Chatsworth. 
Danny Pillay was elected chairperson of the Committee, while 
Kisten, Jaya and the Reverend Muthen are executive members. Other 
members include Nelson Veerasamy (who was the founding secretary 
and played a critical role), former bantamweight boxer Billy Nagiah 
(treasurer), Peter Singaravelu, Poobalan Pillay, Ricky Narainsamy, and 
several others.

One of the main tasks of the Committee was to institute a claim for 
land restitution. According to Danny Pillay, the submission focused on 
two key issues:

Number one was that the Group Areas forced it down our throat, right, to 
move. Number two is the hardship we suffered – people terribly suffered 
when they moved to here. Today, they are comfortable, 40 years later but 
a lot of them died because of the hardships they endured which they 
were not prepared for. That was the tragedy of the move from Magazine 
Barracks to Chatsworth.

The Committee organised sessions at the New Bethesda Church Hall 
in Unit 3, the Chatsworth Youth Centre, and Greenvale Primary in 
Unit 3, where former residents were invited to make formal applica-
tions for restitution. Some 2 000 claims were received from residents 
of the Magazine, Railway and Congella Barracks. An application was 
submitted to the Natal Land Claims Commission on 17 December 1998 
and notification received at the end of 2002 that the application was 
successful. From 2003, the Commission began making payments to 
claimants. Over the next eight years, staggered payments were made to 
almost 1 800 families, with the last payment in February 2011. Around 
200 families are still awaiting payment as there are outstanding queries 
on their claims.

The Remembrance Committee has also been active in other ways to 
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keep alive a ‘barracks identity’. A grand reunion banquet was held at 
the Sol Namara Hotel in Chatsworth in August 2001. Nad Murugan, 
president of DIMES and a member of the Remembrance Committee, 
compared the move to Chatsworth to the decision to indenture. He 
said:

[T]he lives of the people of the Magazine Barracks is an example of the 
spirit of the indentured labourers who braved the high seas to come to 
an unknown land to make a success of their lives, accepting any kind 
employment. They steadily climbed the ladder of victory, unflinching 
in the face of adversity, courageously removing the obstacles to make a 
better life for their dependents and generations to come (Sunday Tribune, 
5 August 2001).

In July 2005, former pupils of the Depot Road Indian School and 
Temple Girls School organised a reunion (Sunday Tribune, 17 July 
2005). Another important occasion was honouring Sam Ramsamy, as 
the Reverend Muthen recalled:

The celebration for our brother, Sam Ramsamy [August 2006], at the 
RDD Hall in Unit 5 – we had a fantastic turnout, there were young and 
old people there with all the cultural dance and everything. When people 
came and sat, they think, this is what they call Magazine Barracks. When 
we had the Tiger dramas there and the Nadhaswaram [classical Indian 
instrument] going, and that’s what we had in the Magazine Barracks – it’s 
so sad we lost it now.

Ramsamy continues to be held in great respect by Magazine Barracks 
residents. Danny Pillay of the Remembrance Committee called for 
NMR Avenue in Durban to be renamed the Sam Ramsamy Avenue. He 
described this as ‘a fitting proposal, because it was in this area that he 
was born and bred … where the best part of his life as a young man was 
spent’ (Sunday Tribune, 20 June 2004). Danny is disappointed that the 
local municipality ignored his submission.

Members were determined to leave a lasting legacy so that, accord-
ing to Jaya, ‘grandchildren, my great-grandchildren, know the history 
of Magazine Barracks’. Despite their best intentions, the community 
hall/museum project is far from being realised due to the difficulty of 
securing a suitable site and funding. The book project has also come 
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to a halt as founding secretary Nelson Veerasamy, who was editor 
of the Chatsworth tabloid Rising Sun, died suddenly in 2008. The 
Remembrance Committee continues to meet sporadically. Its last major 
event took place on 25 September 2010 at the Chatsworth Youth Centre 
when it organised the celebration of the 100th birthday of NIC stalwart 
Dr Monty Naicker who, according to Danny, was a ‘great benefactor to 
barracks people, attending to patients gratis, so we decided to honour 
him. There was a very large turnout and it was a fitting tribute to a 
great man.’

Conclusion
To understand the nostalgic memories of the former residents of 
Magazine Barracks, their current living conditions must be taken into 
account. Chatsworth is an area comprising several social strata. There 
are some middle-class Indians but the area is characterised by high levels 
of poverty. Many in the township feel that they have been neglected 
in the post-apartheid era. Forced to move from the subsidised and 
centrally located barracks, residents’ expenses increased dramatically 
and their standards of living dropped. Rates of divorce, suicide, alcohol 
and drug abuse, and gangsterism spiralled from the mid-1970s, while 
the bonds of the patriarchal extended family loosened. The impact of 
moving from a compact urban environment to an area far from decent 
amenities and plagued with social problems, seems to have coloured 
their vision of the past.

Nostalgia is central to this analysis, with people reminiscing about 
a time when life appeared to be safer and friendlier and living condi-
tions better. On the contrary, much of the written evidence about the 
Magazine Barracks highlights the poor living conditions of residents 
and their continual struggles to improve their lives. Yet former resi-
dents constructed memories of an idealised past that is comparable 
to victims of relocation elsewhere. As Smith points out, ‘the violence 
and poverty of the contemporary world, often coupled with a sense of 
powerless rage over the removal process, sharpens the contrast between 
now and then, before and after’ (Bickford-Smith et al. 2001: 13). For 
former residents of the Magazine Barracks, a culture strongly tied to 
their surroundings, community networks, festivals, schooling and reli-
gion seem to mark their identities in the present, all linked to a sense 
of ‘Indianness’ based on racial rather than class solidarity and tied into 
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the paternalism of the Indian middle classes that supported those living 
at the barracks. Memories have been deeply affected by the rupture of 
the forced removals of Group Areas. While the life stories of former 
residents portray idealised visions of that past, this does not mean they 
should be discounted but, rather, analysed in reference to an under-
standing that ‘truth’ does not always mean fact.

While there remains a strong attachment to the Magazine Barracks, 
Chatsworth has become home for most. As Jaya points out:

The hardship was there – you had to buy stoves, you had to buy fridges, 
then travelling – that was one of the hardships. But a lot of them 
made strides here. Look at the buildings now – some of the houses 
that you have, great strides they’ve made. They must be now happy 
that they moved to Chatsworth – better life for the children and the 
grandchildren.

Other informants pointed to the fact that in Chatsworth they had elec-
tricity for the first time. Another limitation of the barracks was that 
children over the age of 21 had to move out if they were not work-
ing for the municipality. In Chatsworth, some extended families could 
live together even though the houses were small. While displaying a 
nostalgia for the barracks, Chatsworth has become central to residents’ 
identity. In building places of worship, in re-connecting and fighting 
for compensation for the removals, their own legacy in Chatsworth 
has come to be highlighted and rendered significant. How then do we 
understand the memory, the nostalgia for Magazine Barracks? In the 
interviews, people emphasised the sense of community, the sharing, the 
friendships. Perhaps, as Wilson says, it is that ‘What we are nostalgic for 
reveals what we value’ (Wilson 2005: 26).
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Chapter 6

The ‘Other Asiatics’ of Bayview

Goolam Vahed

When the Group Areas Act drew racially bounded areas for the 
four designated ‘racial’ groups, there was one group of people 

in Durban who resisted easy classification. They were the ‘Zanzibaris’ 
whose influence and history is palpable in Bayview (Unit 2). The story 
of how this group came to be classified as ‘Other Asiatics’, their long 
and fraught journey to Chatsworth, and their struggles to negotiate a 
myriad of issues from identity construction to socio-economic depriva-
tion, is remarkable, all the more so because their story has largely been 
hidden in the general narrative of Chatsworth.

Origins
The origins of the so-called Zanzibari (or amaZimbane in isiZulu) 
community in Natal dates back to the 1870s when just over 400 
‘liberated’ slaves landed in Port Natal (Durban). While the Sultan 
of Zanzibar signed a treaty in 1873 agreeing to stop the slave trade 
in areas under his jurisdiction, some slavers continued with the trade. 
The British ‘liberated’ some of these slaves from raiders and the British 
Consul-General of Zanzibar, John Kirk, reached agreement with the 
Lieutenant-Governor of Natal for emancipated slaves to be brought to 
the colony, which was in need of labour. The first group of 113 arrived 
on board the HMS Briton from Zanzibar on 4 August 1873; a further 
81 arrived in 1874 and 226 in 1876. The Colonial Secretary passed a 
notice on 4 July 1877 placing them on the same legal footing as inden-
tured migrants and they came under the jurisdiction of the Protector of 
Indian Immigrants (Oosthuizen 1992: 305–06).
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Zanzibaris were mainly Makhuwa-speaking Muslims from Northern 
Mozambique. This is a Bantu language spoken by the Wamakhua 
people who live in the eastern coastal region of Africa from south 
Tanzania to northern Mozambique (Batibo, Moilwa and Mosaka 1997: 
23). The earliest migrants included both Christians and Muslims. While 
Christians became integrated among local Zulus, Muslims forged a 
link with Indian Muslims, who facilitated their settlement on the Bluff. 
Over time the group came to include, through marriage, Yao-speaking 
Malawians and Swahilis, as well as local Zulus. There were virtually 
no marriages with Indian Muslims. As one community leader told 
reporter Viveka Naicker in 1969, ‘the Indian people, even Muslims, do 
not intermarry with our people. It was only to be expected then that 
the Zanzibari people would intermarry with local Africans’ (Graphic, 
19 December 1969).

The Juma Musjid Trust (JMT), which controlled the mosque in 
Grey Street, took an interest in these migrants who frequented the 
mosque and, under the Mohammedan Trust King’s Rest, purchased 
43 acres of land at King’s Rest, a hillock overlooking the harbour, 
where Zanzibaris were settled. The Deed of Transfer (No. 337/1899) 
shows that the land was officially transferred on 22 March 1899. Most 
Zanzibaris concentrated on market gardening. The trust built a small 
wood and iron mosque, madrassah and cemetery. The first known 
imam of the mosque was Mustapha Osman who had come from the 
Comoros Islands in the late 1880s. Following the move to Chatsworth, 
the King’s Rest Masjid was virtually abandoned, though the commu-
nity continued to visit the deceased in the cemetery to maintain contact 
with ancestors. In 1973, Haji Eghsaan Aysen, a tailor by profession, 
began renovating the mosque with the assistance of friends and served 
as imam until his death in 1992 (Kaarsholm 2008: 12–14).

‘Asian’, ‘Arab’ or ‘African’?
The Bluff was proclaimed for white residence in terms of the Group 
Areas Act. What was to happen to Zanzibaris? The answer seemed 
obvious since they were ‘African’ in terms of apartheid designation, 
but as 80-year-old Canthitoo Ally told a reporter in 2004, ‘the apart-
heid government didn’t know what to make of us. My parents both had 
“lost tribe” written in their dompas’ (Clark 2004). Zanzibari identity 
has long been contested. The Native Taxation and Development Act 
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of 1925 imposed an annual two-rand poll tax on African male adults 
but Zanzibaris claimed that this did not apply to them as they were of 
Arab descent. The highest court of appeal, the Appellate Division in 
Bloemfontein, ruled in a 1938 case involving a Mr Fakiri of King’s Rest 
that even though he was Swahili, he was ‘a Native within the defini-
tion of the legislation’. The governance of Zanzibaris was consequently 
shifted from the Protector of Indian Immigrants to the Department 
of Native Affairs and they had to carry a ‘dompas’ or reference book 
(Seedat 1973: 37–50).

When Zanzibaris were removed from the Bluff, Christians among 
them were settled in Umlazi and Lamontville, townships established for 
Africans. Muslims contested their race classification. The Population 
Registration Act No. 30 of 1950 stated that there were three main 
groups in South Africa: Bantu, Coloured and White, with Coloured 
comprising seven sub-groups – Cape Coloured, Malay, Griqua, Chinese, 
Indian, Other Asiatic and Other Coloured. S.Q. Bourquin, manager 
of the Municipal Bantu Administration in Durban, was ‘absolutely 
convinced that these people are not Natives’ and could not be absorbed 
into housing schemes for Africans. Zanzibaris applied to be classified as 
‘Coloured’ and 153 families were re-classified ‘Coloured’ in 1959. ‘Local 
Coloured leaders’, however, protested that they (Coloureds) were ‘more 
or less of European descent and these people have never been associated 
with us’. Zanzibaris were therefore designated as ‘Other Asiatics’ in 
1961 (Seedat 1973: 37–50). Government Proclamation 6620 of February 
1961 read: ‘In the “Other Asiatic” group shall be included any person 
who in fact is, or is generally accepted as, a member of the race or class 
known as Zanzibari Arabs (also known as Zanzibaris or Kiwes).’ As 
Kaarsholm (2008: 18) points out, this meant that Zanzibaris ‘were at 
least citizens of a sort rather than mere subjects, and would be issued 
with identity cards instead of passes or reference books. They also now 
had access to housing opportunities made available to Indians under 
the Group Areas Act.’

Bayview
Residents of King’s Rest were literally put into trucks overnight and 
packed off to Bayview. This was a traumatic time, Hadima Ally recalled: 
‘I had a baby of 18 days. We had to pack in a hurry – what we couldn’t 
pack we had to leave behind. I lost a lot of things’ (Clark 2004).
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Mariam Ali was born at King’s Rest in 1960 to Yunis Sheik Ali and 
Halima Waljee. She related:

I was still in my nappies and the history that I’ve received from my mum 
is that they were told overnight that they had to pack their things and 
leave. So huge trucks came into King’s Rest and people were loaded. My 
siblings were very small as well, and they couldn’t even see where they 
were going because the trucks were so huge, and they were so little. They 
just saw themselves being dropped here in Chatsworth [where] there was 
nothing at all – there was just bush and the sand road … The houses were 
small because when they came here, most of our parents had lots of chil-
dren, so the houses were very small.

Johatie Metadad, known in the community as Joyce, was born at 
King’s Rest in 1956. Her father Ahmed was a court interpreter who, like 
many of his generation, was fluent in five languages – English, isiZulu, 
Swahili, Arabic, and Makhuwa. Her recollection of Chatsworth as a 
child is more positive:

I should have been at least five or six. I remember when they just load us 
into trucks and they brought us to these big houses. They were empty but 
the lights were there. There was so much of excitement. We clicking [the 
light switch] off-on, toilet was there, flushing water, you know, it was like, 
America here I come! That was the experience I had.

Zanzibaris, as Mariam Ali explains, were settled in a tiny area, ‘that 
small road which is called 246, and then you had the circle – the one 
that we are in now – is called 245 [Pasadena], and then Summerfield, 
you have houses along that line. There are roughly 200 homes [actu-
ally 199].’ A small number of Zanzibaris settled in Merewent and 
Wentworth. According to Ali, ‘We maintained contact with those who 
went to Merebank and Wentworth because somehow we all interre-
lated so there is a lot of contact going on. If I’m having a wedding in 
this family, we have to go to Wentworth and invite.’

Life in the beginning was difficult. A report in the Graphic (19 
December 1969) noted:

[M]ost of the Zanzibaris are very poor and even the low rentals are more 
than they could afford. At King’s Rest they paid a nominal rental of one 
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shilling. At Chatsworth they are in deep water. Mr J.C. Bolton, chairman 
of the Housing Committee of the City Council in 1964, said that in reset-
tling the tribe in Chatsworth, the Council had made a mistake [because 
of their economic circumstances] … [However], at Chatsworth … their 
children attended Indian schools in the area, and the future, even though 
the present was still far from comfortable, was promising. They are still 
very poor [but] optimistic about the future.

Moral panic
Zanzibaris faced some hostility in the early years. For example, the 
Leader (6 March 1964) carried a story of widespread rumours that a 
‘Zanzibari African’ had raped and murdered a ‘young Indian woman’ 
in her home in broad daylight. He was caught by neighbours who 
beat him up and handed him over to the police. The story ran on the 
front page under a large caption ‘It’s a BIG LIE’, and the paper urged 
the community to ‘calm down’. This reflects a moral panic about 
Zanzibaris. The Chatsworth Sports Association (CSA) was formed in 
September 1964. Leader reporter Morgan Naidoo, who later became a 
formidable non-racial sports official, urged the CSA to embrace non-ra-
cialism, singling out the Zanzibaris: ‘The test would come when the 
Zanzibar community participates in sporting activities. We only hope 
that the Association will be able to deal with the matter in a manner 
which would meet the present trend of encouraging mixed sport’ 
(Leader, 25 September 1964).

There were ongoing exchanges in the media about Zanzibaris. For 
example, R.G. Douglas of Cliffdale wrote to the Graphic (28 November 
1969) that Indians were ‘becoming concerned at the placing of the 
Zanzibari Africans in the Chatsworth Indian Township’. The fact of 
their being Muslims did not alter their race and they should have been 
placed in an African township, he argued. As an analogy he pointed 
to Malays in the Cape who were also Muslim but placed in Coloured 
Areas. Indian families, he continued, ‘find it very awkward to live there. 
These people have to share facilities and services with the Indians. 
Their children attend Indians schools. In the event of children quarrel-
ling ugly allusions can be made to race differences.’ The writer contin-
ued that Zanzibaris,

through their Black Magic and trickery have caused many homes to be 
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broken so much so that a wife is estranged from her Indian husband 
only to be enticed by trickery of the Zanzibar to the extent that she 
lives with the Zanzibar Medicine Man as his ‘wife’. The Indian families 
cannot reconcile themselves with the idea of living side-by-side with the 
Zanzibars. Something must be done and it must be done SOON!

Reporter Viveka Naicker found in 1969 that many Indians were 
concerned about the Zanzibari presence. A father of five daughters told 
Naicker that he wanted Zanzibaris removed from Bayview: ‘They are 
not Indians so why should they stay here? They don’t look like us, and 
they speak their own language.’ Interviewees said that they were afraid 
of walking through the Zanzibari sector after dark even though none 
of them had personally experienced a problem. A Zanzibari resident, 
Tinambo, responded: ‘We do not interfere with anybody and mind 
our own business. After all there were many Indians who lived among 
us at King’s Rest. We adopted Indian children and they fed from our 
mother’s breasts like any of our own. Why the fuss now?’ (Graphic, 
19  December 1969).

Graphic columnist, Sadiq Alli (pseudonym adopted by Pat Poo va-
lingam), condemned

the expressions of racism uttered by otherwise decent residents of 
Chatsworth … Condemning all Zanzibaris for the faults of the few is 
no different from the White woman who, because she may have been 
cheated by one hawker, condemns all Indians as liars and rogues … 
I hope that whenever any of the agents of apartheid try to incite the 
Indians of Chatsworth against the Zanzibaris, they will be told where 
to get off. Indians must not fall victim to the disease of racism (Graphic, 
12 December 1969).

Dr M.B. Naidoo warned ‘that the intolerance of some of our local 
Indians will have its repercussions elsewhere on the African continent. 
May I appeal to all our race conscious protestors to be more charitable 
in their outlook towards a defenceless group struggling for self-expres-
sion in a vast Indian housing complex’ (Graphic, 19 December 1969).

Douglas responded in the Graphic that Poovalingam and Naidoo were 
elected
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to speak for the Indian people without consulting the affected people of 
Chatsworth. It is very well to be all philosophical and quote all the virtues 
of the tolerant Indian people – but we must face problems realistically. Dr 
Naidoo and Pat Poovalingam live in select suburbs and they know not the 
difficulties of the man with five daughters who would not walk after dark 
in the Zanzibar sector of Chatsworth … We respect the Zanzibaris and 
their peaceful relationship with local Africans and plead that they live 
peacefully in African areas (Graphic, 26 December 1969).

There was a thawing of antagonisms with time and friendships devel-
oped. Joyce Metadad, for example, spoke positively of growing up in an 
integrated area in the 1970s and 80s:

Growing up, I mixed with Indians too much. I used to go to their houses 
[and] they used to come to my house. And we used to be together, like 
when I went to mosque, some of them would follow me and when they 
used to go to Tamil school, I used to go with them. In fact, I used to speak 
Tamil when I was growing up. When they had Diwali they will invite us 
and we’ll say, we can’t eat this, we can’t eat that, and they’ll make sure 
that they’ll make little special for us. When it was Eid I’ll invite them.

Kovin Naidoo, a Professor of Optometry who attended Chatsworth 
High in the late 1970s, spoke of the positive influence of Zanzibari 
students at the school:

Chatsworth High had a unique feature in the sense that a significant 
percentage of students were of African origin. They came from the 
Zanzibari community who happened to be Muslims … They ended 
up being at school with us which means that, you know, I was friends 
with people who were a different race which I think made Chatsworth 
unique. They lived right next to the school and we interacted a lot … 
The nice thing about it is that it was my first exposure to racial diver-
sity. Without realising, it helped shape your [non-racial] perspectives 
somehow.

Racial identity, however, became a problem for many in later life. 
Mariam Ali, for example, pointed out:

Once we left school, that became a great challenge. We carry so-called 
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Indian names and surnames so when we went for employment and you 
send your CV, they say, ‘okay, this is good, come in for an interview’. When 
you go in people say, but we looking for Mariam and I said, yes, I am, and 
then they’ll take a second look and say, ‘oh, okay, come in’, and you’ll find 
you’ll be not judged according to your qualifications, [but] your looks 
because who are they looking for? Somebody with straight hair and we 
don’t have that … We had lots of problems in terms of employment. We 
couldn’t get in.

Joyce Metadad underscores the difficulty of fixing an identity. She sees 
herself as Zanzibari but can’t describe herself thus to strangers: ‘If I tell 
them I’m a Zanzi, people say what’s a Zanzi? I say I’m a South African 
Black Muslim, to make it easy. Some people, they don’t know things. 
How can you be a Muslim because you haven’t got straight hair, you 
look like us. Those are problems we have.’

left: Joyce Metadad.

right: Mariam Ali.
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Religion and culture
Islam and Zanzibari culture have contributed to the Zanzibari sense of 
community. Ties of kinship remain strong. Children born in Wentworth 
were sent to Bayview to attend the local madrassah. There was tension 
when members married non-Zanzibaris but ill feeling usually subsided 
when children were born and were sent to grandparents or other rela-
tives to learn to become ‘proper’ Zanzibaris. Islam forms an important 
part of Zanzibari identity, as is emphasised by Joyce:

In my house everybody does salah [prayer] but sometimes, you know, the 
young boys they duck, but we say, no matter what you do, you have to 
make a salah and, in my house, because I have learnt from my parents, 
every Thursday we have dhikr [devotional prayer] and burn lobaan 
[frankincense], and Friday it’s Jumuah [Friday prayer]. And then when 
it’s fasting month, it’s compulsory for everybody to fast, from my grand-
son that’s going to fast at nine o’clock, eleven o’clock he’s opening his 
fast, and then in the evening again he’s fasting, you see [laughs].

Many traditional Islamic practices continue to be observed though 
there may be subtle changes over time in the way they are carried 
out as well as the meanings attached to them. While most Indian 
Muslims are of the Hanafi madhab, Zanzibaris are Shafii, as were their 
Makhuwa ancestors in northern Mozambique. In Bayview, the Juma 
Masjid Chatsworth, also known as the ‘Zanzibari’ Masjid, was built 
in 1967. Hafiz Sulayman (deceased 1972) was the first imam. The fact 
that local Indian Muslims built a mosque a short distance away is testi-
mony to differences of practice. For example, Zanzibari women, unlike 
Indian women, were allowed to enter the mosque, though they pray 
separately. Young children receive regular religious instruction in the 
afternoons at the mosque. Whereas in the past the madrassah teacher 
(called Woshath), was usually male, nowadays madrassah teachers are 
mostly female. Girls attend the madrassah until puberty. The old prac-
tice of thereafter isolating them in the home cannot be observed strictly 
because they attend secular schools.

Most Zanzibaris still speak and teach their children the Makhuwa 
language and what they regard as the culture of their elders. ‘That’s 
the one thing that is drummed into us from little: without your 
culture, you are nothing, you have nothing,’ Abey Canthitoo, head 
of the Zanzibari Development Trust (ZDT) told a reporter (Clark 
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2004). Mesthrie observed that the ‘use of three African languages 
– Makhuwa, Yao and Swahili after 120 years is the most significant 
feature of the Zanzibari community. Makhuwa is to be heard in most 
homes, as the normal mode of conversation between all but the very 
youngest’ (2006: 9–10). Zanzibaris are also fluent in English which, 
ironically, poses problems when they communicate with isiZulu 
speakers. According to Joyce:

We have problems because we don’t speak a lot of Zulu, we speak English, 
and when we speak English, it’s like, she can’t speak Zulu, she’s speaking 
English. And, you know, our English will be perfect but because we look 
like you, you want us to communicate in Zulu, and you make it a problem 
for nothing.

Change is evident among younger Zanzibaris but elders hope that 
through language and religion core aspects of their culture will be 
retained. As one reporter observed after a visit to the area, ‘when one 
sees in every house there is an Islamic calendar, a picture of the holy 
city of Mecca and a script from the Koran, one begins to realize that 
although materially poor the Zanzibaris are rich in culture’ (Sowetan 
Sunday World, 26 August 2001).

Nasier Symallin, Mervyn Damos, 
Rajab Almas, Billy Hoosen and 
Abey Canthitoo (front) outside 
Pengelly Court on the Bluff, where 
the  ZDT was allocated some flats.

Chatsworth.indb   93 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H9 4

Contemporary issues
A 2007 survey reported that the main priorities of Zanzibaris were 
housing, education, skills empowerment and work. Suggested inter-
ventions included more houses, skills development programmes for the 
youth, access to bursaries, recognition as an ‘employable’ community, 
and affirmative action (Richards and Alessandra 2007). Respondents’ 
testimonies bore this out. Housing has been a sensitive issue. Mariam 
Ali’s family, like most Zanzibaris, outgrew their house. The Natal 
Mercury reported in 1985 that ‘in recent months scores of shacks have 
been built in the backyards of homes in a part of Bayview occupied 
by Zanzibaris’. R.A. Padayachee, member of the Southern Durban 
Local Affairs Committee, warned the Council to provide more land to 
Zanzibaris as ‘the conditions there are unhygienic’ (Natal Mercury, 16 
April 1985). Many Zanzibaris are forced to live in backyard shacks or 
rent elsewhere. This is very annoying for the community because they 
were due to get homes in a second phase of development in Bayview 
but, ‘unfortunately’, according to Mariam, ‘we didn’t get houses, 
people coming from outside settled in that area. We took it up but the 
Ethekwini municipality gave us a whole lot of political reasons. So 
therefore you find lots of children are still building shacks behind their 
homes. Some of them are unemployed. Where do they go to?’ The event 
referred to happened in the late 1980s/early 90s when housing in an 
adjoining area for Zanzibaris was taken over by residents of surround-
ing informal settlements.

Joyce points out that it is difficult to resolve the many socio-eco-
nomic problems facing them because of high levels of unemployment. 
The end of apartheid, in Joyce’s opinion, ‘didn’t change [conditions] so 
much for us, you know, because we are classified as Indians’. She cites 
her daughter Rabia as an example:

If, say, Rabia will go and apply for a job. Now, because Rabia is an Indian 
[Muslim] name and they don’t know Rabia and they want blacks, [so] it 
doesn’t work for us. We have so many matriculants [but] they can’t get a 
job. When we go to the offices here, you see majority [are] the black girls, 
[while] our children are not working, they’re sitting at home and that’s 
how you finding them getting into drugs.

Isak Joseph, a middle-aged factory supervisor, made the same point to a 
reporter. Under apartheid, he points out, Zanzibaris were discriminated 

Chatsworth.indb   94 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



T H E  ‘ O T H E R  A S I AT I C S ’ O F  B AY V I E W 9 5

against because they were black; in the post-apartheid period they are 
discriminated against because ‘employers tend to think we are Indian 
because we have surnames such as Hussein and Mohamed, so we end 
up losing jobs meant for people from disadvantaged communities’ 
(Sowetan Sunday World, 26 August 2001).

One major development over the past decade has been a land 
claim that Zanzibaris instituted in relation to their eviction from the 
Bluff. While successful, this spawned serious discussion about the 
community’s future.

Zanzibari Development Trust
The land on the Bluff from which Zanzibaris were evicted has remained 
largely unused, with the exception of three developments for whites: 
a block of Council-owned flats; a primary school; and a home for 
the aged. Zanzibaris, now comprising around 300 families and 5 000 
people, applied to the Regional Land Claims Commission (RLCC) 
to recover the expropriated land. Thami Abubaker, chairman of the 
Zanzibari Civic Association (ZCA) told a local reporter in 2001 that 
Zanzibaris had ‘experienced all forms of discrimination [under] colo-
nialism and apartheid’ and wanted to return to King’s Rest where their 
ancestors were buried. Abubaker was afraid that if they remained in 
Chatsworth, their children ‘would succumb to the influence of other 
races and forget our culture. It has already started. Some of our chil-
dren just speak English now’ (City Press, 2 September 2001: 10)

Both the ZCA and the JMT applied to the Land Commission, the 
JMT because it had originally purchased the land and the ZCA because 
its members had lived on it. It was agreed in November 2001 that the land 
would be returned to the community while the JMT would receive part 
financial compensation (Sunday Tribune, 4 November 2001: 10). The 
RLCC identified the 199 families that had originally been dispossessed 
and the land was awarded to the community in 2002, with the exception 
of the three developments in the area on the grounds that these social 
amenities were for the benefit of all residents in the area. The commu-
nity formed the Zanzibari Development Trust, which took transfer of 
5.2 ha of what is now prime real estate on the Bluff in 2004. Hadima Ally 
(then 72), one of those who had been ejected, was elated at the ‘victory’. 
She told a reporter at the handing-over ceremony: ‘Oh, I am so happy 
today. You know, I wish I could just stay here and not go back home 
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to Chatsworth.’ Abey Canthitoo described this moment as ‘liberation’, 
saying: ‘We will never again be slaves to circumstance’ (Clark 2004).

The ZDT has planned housing units, an office park, and a heritage 
centre. Given the magnitude of this social housing project the ZDT 
requested that eThekwini Municipality become the developer, using 
project-linked subsidies. An NGO, Project Preparation Trust (PPT), was 
appointed by eThekwini Municipality in 2006 to draw up plans for the 
project. While this has been done, the project is delayed by such factors 
as the ZDT having to consult the community before making important 
decisions, and the fact that some families do not qualify for municipal 
housing subsidies. Some members are concerned about relocating to 
the Bluff as their roots are now entrenched in Bayview. Canthitoo told 
a reporter that ‘some people want to start a new life. But many are in 
two minds about whether they want to leave Unit 2’ (Sunday Tribune, 
11 November 2001: 3). While all agree that Zanzibaris desperately need 
housing, some interviewees felt that the younger generation should 
settle on the Bluff. Halima Giles, for example, said:

I have a lot of memories here [Bayview] and my mum and dad lived here, 
very sentimental and very good memories – there were bad memories too 
but I think the good memories outweigh the bad and I don’t want to erase 

Halima Giles.
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that. I’m quite happy here, I don’t think I would [move]. I think they must 
let the younger people go there.

A further delay is the result of opposition amongst some Bluff resi-
dents towards the proposed development. Following a public meeting 
in September 2011, for example, councillor Duncan du Bois said that 
increased unemployment, added pressure on schools and clinics, and 
the risk of car accidents as a result of up to 400 taxi trips a day on Bluff 
Road were major concerns. They also feared a drop in property values 
and higher crime rates (Natal Mercury, 23 September 2011). In a letter 
posted to the Southlands Sun (8 November 2009), another  resident, 
Clive Herron, warned the ZDT that residents ‘will be monitoring each 
step of your intended development to ensure that it blends harmoni-
ously with the nearby houses’.

The Du Bois sentiments generated a flood of comments by angry 
Zanzibaris, such as the following by Sooraya Hassan (23 September 
2011, 12.04 p.m.)

Why is there uncertainty now?? Is it because it’s finally becoming a reality 
that the true owners of the land are going to be in their rightful homes, or 
could it be that ‘these people’ my people are going to contaminate their 
perfect ‘Wisteria lane’. Overcrowding and taxis – that is such an ignorant 
reason for objection. Obviously the more development there is in an area 
the more populated it is, there is a difference between overcrowding and 
populated. Are taxis not a mode of transport or would they rather we 
rock up in helicopters? These current residents are just patronising the 
Zanzibari folk, and it should not be tolerated. We were forcibly removed 
in the 1960s and now when we get what belongs to us, we are being told a 
lot of hogwash. Those residents need to realise that it isn’t 1960 anymore 
and whether they like it or not like all people who lost land during that 
horrid era, we will get back what’s rightfully ours.

Conclusion
It has historically proven difficult to pigeonhole Zanzibaris as ‘African’, 
‘Muslim’, ‘Indian’, ‘Arab’ or whatever. For this reason, they have some-
times been referred to as the ‘Lost Tribe of Africa’, a description that 
community members find insulting. As one member told a reporter, 
‘we are not a lost tribe, we know who we are, where we are, and where 
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we are going’ (Sowetan Sunday World, 26 August 2001: 18). For older 
members, the Zanzibari lineage is an intrinsic part of their identities. 
Hadima Ebrahim Ally, for example, who was 72 when interviewed in 
2004, has nieces and nephews in Zanzibar as one of his sisters emigrated 
and died there. But members have little interest in trying to establish 
ties there. ‘We are South Africans through-and-through. This is who we 
are now, this is where we belong,’ said Abey Canthitoo, who also does 
not believe that Zanzibaris should claim a special status as a minority 
group. ‘I think that would be the death of us. We have to remain in the 
mainstream of South African society’ (Clark 2004).
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Chapter 7

A Private Island
 Gender and Everyday Struggle in Political Times

Thembisa Waetjen

On 19 July 1963 Mariammah’s husband was arrested by the 
security police under the General Laws Amendment Act No. 

37 of 1963, which had been rushed through Parliament in reaction 
to the spate of military attacks carried out by the African National 
Congress’s military wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe, and the Pan Africanist 
Congress’s  military wing, Poqo. Under this Act, popularly known as 
the Ninety Day Act, the security police had the power to arrest anyone 
they suspected of being involved in any act against the state without a 
warrant and to hold them incommunicado for 90 days at a time. The 
Special Branch used this period to interrogate detainees, who liter-
ally ‘disappeared’, as members of their family, their lawyers, or the 
general public were not entitled to information about their identity 
or whereabouts.

Mariammah’s husband was one of several thousand people held in 
solitary confinement during this period and on the basis of the confes-
sions of some of his comrades who turned state witnesses, he was 
formally charged on 21 October 1963 under the ‘Sabotage Act’ and 
taken to Pietermaritzburg where the trial was held. In February 1964, 
he was found guilty of attempting to create disorder through the use of 
violence and was taken to the Robben Island prison, there to serve out 
a sentence of fourteen years.

When the police took her husband into custody, Mariammah was 
effectively left to cope on her own as a single parent, pregnant and 
caring for four children under the age of eight. Her experiences of the 
years that followed point to the existence of another island, a zone of 
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struggle set apart from the political through a gendered narrative of 
personal difficulty.

The obscurity and moral loneliness of this historical position is 
evident. Mariammah has a tattoo on her left upper arm, a text inscribed 
on the soft brown parchment of her skin. It is a legend of three emotion-
ally punctuated words – Born to Suffer! At the age of 75, she has sported 
this epidermal declaration – part testimonial, part prophecy – for much 
of her life. With the lettering on public display, it conveys a desire for 
both meaning and voice: to make sense of her own experience and to 
communicate it to others. ‘I struggled all my life. That’s how I put this,’ 
she gestures. For Mariammah, it is an expression of personal struggle 
and hardship, testifying to decades of chronic economic uncertainty, 
familial rupture, trauma, violence and loss. The phrase ‘Born to Suffer!’ 
seems to attribute her experiences to an abstract individual destiny or 
fate. Yet, the circumstances and events that shaped her life reflect much 
broader gendered realities, with social and historical sources. Against a 
background of persistent public silence, Mariammah’s tattoo speaks of 
the need to render privatised suffering visible.

This chapter recounts Mariammah’s life history, as related by her 
and her daughter, Sweetie. As in the case of war-narratives in which 
heterosexual normativity does moral work for a nationalist cause, the 
wives and women of anti-apartheid cadres are often attributed a narrow 
range of virtuous possibilities, emphasising partnership, perseverance 
and selflessness. Mariammah lived in the shadow of these expectations, 
under circumstances and material realities not of her making. Although 

 Mariammah Chetty.
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a story that candidly tells of hardship and daily struggle, it also speaks 
of resourcefulness, resilience and a capacity to make decisions on her 
own behalf.

* * *

Mariammah was born on 20 May 1937, the granddaughter of immi-
grants who arrived in the Natal colony under contracts of indenture. 
Joseph and his bride Kristamma, Hindus and Tamil-speakers, came 
from India to work sugar cane. The story of their transition from servi-
tude to settler is unclear but Mariammah grew up with her parents, 
six brothers and two surviving sisters in her grandparents’ Clairwood 
home in the southern outskirts of Durban. It was a wood and iron struc-
ture with two bedrooms and an outside kitchen and toilet. Water was 
sourced from a tap some metres down the road and Mariammah helped 
to fill the drums in the lightless streets around ten or eleven o’clock at 
night for the next day’s supply. Twice a week the children would bring 
bush wood for their mother to cook with, carrying the wood on their 
heads.

Meals were simple, with mealie rice on most days, with some dahl 
and herbs.

Only twice in a week only we used to have, you know, like a good meal 
… You know what for meat that time, my mother used to buy this offals, 
offals she used to cook, fish she used to cook, and she used to go whaling 
station. From there, she’ll buy, she’ll come and cook for us. They used to 
sell a big block [of whale meat]. My mother used to bring, she’ll slice it, 
she’ll cook a little bit for us and the balance she used to sell.

Mariammah’s grandfather, who worked for Defy, a company that 
manufactured household appliances, was the religious head of the 
household and custodian of the ritual events that required prayers 
or the slaughtering of a sheep. Her father worked for the Acme Box 
factory on Teakwood Road in nearby Jacobs. Her mother was a house-
wife. While her sisters did not receive any education, Mariammah 
attended primary school in Clairwood and then the local Girls High. 
She was a bright pupil, and found ways of mobilising her brains against 
her conspicuous poverty.
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I can remember that I had nice teacher, just that I can’t afford for lunch. I 
can’t afford for a pair of shoe. A girl who used to sit next to me, I used to 
show her my work, just to get a pair of old shoes and just for her to get 
me lunch. Ja, that’s how.

But shoes and lunch were not the only scarcities and the family remained 
very poor, a situation compounded by problems of alcohol abuse. After 
completing Standard Five, Mariammah begin working full-time to help 
her mother. Five years later, Mariammah began a relationship with a 
man who was working at a sweets factory. They had four children, three 
daughters and a son. In July of 1963, she was pregnant with their fifth 
child when he was arrested. The arrest came as a shock to Mariammah 
because she had no idea how her husband had been politically involved 
or what it meant. He had kept that aspect of his life completely sepa-
rate from his home life. As she tells it, he just ‘used to go out’:

He had left work now, he stayed at home, [and then] he joined this poli-
tics – he’ll go in the morning, he’ll come late in the evening, he’ll go in 
the morning. Then, one day, I told him, you know what? You not even 
spending time with your children. I told him, you don’t even spend time 
with your children. He just used to go. And, one day when I asked him 
that, then, you know, he hit me with a cup. He aimed a cup on my head, 
and then I left him alone. Then from that [time], when he goes and come, 
I don’t ask him nothing.

Mariammah recalls that bewildering day when her husband arrived and 
began frantically to clear his things from their home. He took ‘all this 
pictures and all what he had – things I didn’t know about – and he 
started clearing all those things and I also helped him.’ Her husband 
left home and the police arrived later in the day.

They searched right through the yard. They were digging, wherever soil, 
they used to dig, and I know something is wrong here today … [After 
they left] my husband came back, I gave him something to eat. While he’s 
eating, his mother came and told [him] ‘you know what, polices coming’. 
He just left the food. I was waiting for him to eat and finish, he didn’t tell 
me anything. Then I see the polices came in the evening. They upset my 
whole house and they never find nothing because everything was taken 
out.
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The police took her husband but, initially, Mariammah was not 
informed of where he was or what the situation was likely to mean for 
her family. Although she was not allowed to visit him, she invented ways 
to engage her husband in some conversation, continually asking for an 
explanation. Delivering food and clothing, she pushed a pencil into a 
banana and also wrote messages inside his white shirts.

I used to ask him like, you know, where he is [staying] when we go and give 
him his clothes, and how he is [doing] there. He said ‘no, don’t worry’. 
Then I told [him], ‘but the children are so small [and] me running around 
like this’ and he thought twice and wrote ‘no, don’t worry, there is people 
[in the ANC] going to help you with a house and everything’. I mustn’t 
worry. The next day when I go to Isipingo, he’s not there. Now I don’t 
know how to go, where to go.

The trial was held in Pietermaritzburg between October 1963 and 
February 1964. Mariammah’s brother-in-law took her in a taxi and 
watched over the children while she was attending the court hearing. 
During the course of the trial, her pregnancy came to term.

I was expecting a baby … when [my husband] was taken [by the police], 
I was expecting about three months. Then the baby was born. When the 
baby was born, I took the baby and went to the prison. The child wasn’t 
even two weeks. I took the baby and went there. Then, when I brought the 
baby back, the child was sick, the child was gone very sick and I lost the 
baby. Ja. I went and shown him the baby and I brought [it home] – then 
I lost the baby.

Mariammah was present in court on 28 February 1964 when her 
husband was sentenced to fourteen years’ imprisonment on Robben 
Island. She ‘burst out crying’ when she heard the words spoken, and 
was escorted out by a neighbour. ‘After that, I couldn’t go and visit him 
anymore.’ Wives were permitted to visit their families once a year but 
this was beyond Mariammah’s financial means.

With four very young children and the death of a newborn, Mariammah 
found her life unmanageable. Some of that struggle was financial. As she 
tells it, the house that she had been assured would be provided by the 
ANC did not materialise. Instead, she was given R300 from an office and 
a letter providing access to foodstuffs (potatoes, onions, oil).
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Right around this time, the Group Areas Act was being implemented 
and the Durban Corporation was relocating people of Indian ances-
try into the newly constructed township of Chatsworth. Mariammah’s 
words for this residential movement describe a ‘shift’ or ‘shifting’ of 
people. She was uncertain herself about how the Act would affect her 
and, because she knew that her husband had expected the ANC to 
organise a house for her, was unsure whether to wait or apply for a 
Chatsworth home. Then

all the people shifted [were removed from Clairwood]. My two brother-
in-laws had been staying in the same house where my husband and I had 
been living, right, so they each got a place [in Chatsworth]. One got in 
Unit 1 and one got in Unit 3 and I was the only person with my childrens. 
I had no place to go. I lived there and you must know the house is like this 
and the main road is like this [close together]. Only the blacks walk in the 
road. The day my brother-in-law shifted, all of us went. He took us in the 
truck and the things went, we all went.

When her family and in-laws moved to Chatsworth, they also did not 
consider it secure for Mariammah and her children to be left behind in 
Clairwood and so the five of them were conveyed by truck along with 
her husband’s family, to be relocated with them. But, she says, when 
they got to Chatsworth it was discovered that there was insufficient 
room in the new dwelling. ‘That same night I had to come back home 
[to the Clairwood house], like we had no place for my children and me 
[with my brother-in-law’s family]. They came and dropped me back 
and I was [again] living with my children alone in that house.’

Mariammah’s experience of residential ‘shift’ over the next years 
would be facilitated by various degrees of necessity, coercion, oppor-
tunity and personal strategy. Through the city planning blueprints, 
sizeable extended families were refracted into nuclear family units. 
The realities of Group Areas legislation circumscribed spatial possibil-
ities both of location and architecture, but the flexibility and accom-
modation of family also played a role in how that architecture was 
initially populated. As she was unable to fit with in-laws in the new 
Chatsworth dwelling, Mariammah’s siblings stepped in to assist her. So 
that she would not be left behind in Clairwood, Mariammah’s brother 
proposed a solution. He had been allocated a two-roomed (bedroom 
and kitchen) Chatsworth house in Unit 2. He invited them to stay in his 
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home. ‘I said, what about you? He said, don’t worry, bring the children 
and come and stay here.’ With his offer accepted, he then moved into 
their sister’s similar two-roomed house. The sister, in turn, moved in 
with her own mother-in-law.

A two-roomed dwelling meant that rooms were used for multiple 
activities. At night, Mariammah and her daughters slept on a ‘floor 
bed’ in the bedroom, which doubled as a lounge. Her son slept in 
the kitchen. Determined to better their lot, Mariammah eventually 
appealed to the city offices:

Then I was writing letters, writing letters to [the Municipality]. Then 
they sent me a reply to say, you know, I got a house – they have to see 
people that got no house. Then I wrote a letter again. I said I want the 
City Health Inspectors to come and inspect, you know, like how I’m 
living with my children, with my four children … Then they sent me a 
letter, said I must come and see a house in Unit 11. When I came and saw 
Unit 11, it had two bedrooms, lounge, kitchen, toilet/bathroom. I got the 
place. I stayed there.

Mariammah’s own family supported her as best they could but, she 
alleges, her husband’s family ‘never ever help me, they never ever’. 
Mariammah’s youngest daughter Sweetie recollects those years herself 
and remembers them as being especially difficult for her mother.

She’s been through struggles, a lot of struggles, in her life. She was left out 
in the cold in Clairwood when the Group Area Act took place and they 
were moving people to Chatsworth. She was left alone because the ANC 
back then promised her a house and promised to see to our needs. From 
what I heard while growing up, [a person] was supposed to be giving my 
mum money, which never got to my mum. And, at that time, government 
grants were so little, like about R20 a month for four kids. That was the 
only thing my mum survived on and she was battling her life out to see 
that we survived.

The children all assisted in generating income for the family early in 
their lives. Their mother planted a garden, growing nuts, peas, green 
beans, mealies and other vegetables. Sweetie and her siblings sold these 
door to door, along with the other food stuffs. The whaling station 
at this time still sold large, frozen bricks of whale meat at 60 cents. 
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Following the example of her own mother, Mariammah, according to 
Sweetie, ‘used to buy [whale meat] and repackage and she used to make 
us go and sell house to house, my sister and I, and we used to sell right 
around Unit 9 and the Crossmoor area’.

My mum also used to make popcorns and nuts and give us to sell and 
we used to go house to house. But whenever we knew there was a train 
coming in at a certain time, we used to stand at the Crossmoor Station 
Bridge, either side – my sister and I – and we sold the popcorns. We used 
to be afraid to go home because if we went home with it and it not sold, 
it would have been a problem because the popcorns would have got stale.

Sometimes, the train commuters would take pity on Sweetie and her 
sister, seeing them at half past eight or nine o’clock still sitting and 
trying to finish selling their wares. ‘They used to give money without 
taking the stuff. And for us it was exciting, because it was like more 
money we could take home.’

Sweetie and her siblings attended school but, just as Mariammah had 
done, they left school at an early age to seek work. School life had been 
difficult, because of their poverty, as Sweetie recalls:

Most of the times we didn’t have money for school fees. We barely had 
money for clothing. And, at one time, my sister and I was caught and we 
got a hiding from school, from the principal, because we were girls and 
we used to be mocked by other children and it was during a sports day 
when we both decided to steal someone else’s shoes, because they had 
better shoes than us. And – we were so little and, when my mum asked us 
where we got [the shoes] from, we lied that it was given by someone … we 
got spanked. And we would always cheat because we never had [a] pen, 
we’ll steal someone’s pen – you know, stuffs like that we did because … I 
think, maybe now I came to understanding as I grew much, much older 
how important it is not to do those things. But, for us that time, we was – 
how can I say – underprivileged. We didn’t have what others had and we 
always wanted to be better than them. And they used to make a mockery 
of us – a bunch lot of girls – like, ‘look at her, she comes to school every 
day but she comes without a pen or she comes without lunch so she’s 
…’ You know, stuffs like that, and for us – like now you – one will feel 
embarrassed …
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Despite help from neighbours and family, the financial pressures and 
the labour of raising children in poverty left Mariammah feeling inca-
pacitated. ‘I went through a struggle, like, I don’t know, like I had no 
power, you know, to grow my children up – that was all.’ A few years 
later, she decided, ‘At least if I marry somebody it will be okay.’

She married the friend of her husband and her brother. Because 
her first marriage had not been registered, no legal divorce from her 
children’s father was required. The wedding was small (‘Just wore an 
old sari’). Her new husband worked for the Durban Corporation in 
construction, laying cement in the developing Chatsworth location. He 
and Mariammah had two children of their own, a boy and a girl, but 
he also acted as father to the others. As Sweetie remarks, ‘Practically 
speaking, I knew him as my dad.’

When they moved to larger accommodation in Crossmoor in 1973, 
Sweetie was eleven years old and, with one of her sisters, she trans-
ferred to Morton Heights Primary School. The other, eldest sister, at 
age fourteen, had already gone to work for the company, National 
Bags, threading strings into tobacco pouches. Their brother, who was 
fifteen, was also compelled to drop out of school and found work as a 
petrol assistant at a garage in Clairwood. Sweetie recalls:

While he was working in that garage, my uncle then decided to get him 
a job in a shoe factory and in that shoe factory he was earning very little 
and my mum used to bake vadeh [savoury fried snack] – like between 
three and four o’clock in the morning she had to get up to make vadeh 
and my brother used to go and sell it at the factory.

Sweetie and her sister had their own jobs to do when they came back 
from primary school. Six days a week, after school was over, they did 
housework, washing and cleaning, for R2 a week. ‘My sister used to 
work in a Muslim people’s house and I worked for a Bania [Gujarati 
Hindu] people.’ Around the same time, Mariammah forged her daugh-
ter’s birth certificates to get them jobs at Prestige Lingerie in Umbilo, 
making sleepwear, mattresses and the like. ‘All three sisters started work 
at the same time there.’

One day, Sweetie arrived home to see a car full of strangers parked 
outside. It was her father and his family. When, in 1978, he was 
released from Robben Island and arrived in Chatsworth, he knew that 
Mariammah had re-married. But he wanted the children to live with 
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him. Sweetie recalls: ‘It was a blow in my life … I was little and I was so 
afraid and I cried all the way because they carried me. As much as I was 
fat and huge, they had to drag me outside the house, put me into this 
car and I cried all the way.’ She had not heard much, growing up, about 
her father and did not understand what was happening.

They never really involved him in our lives at all and fourteen years went 
past, you grew older … I’m big … I can’t just come up to you and call you 
Dad, because you are a stranger, I don’t know you. And he tried to talk to 
me and I looked at him and he looked back at me. It was not something 
real, so I ran away. I took the late-night train and I ran away home bare-
foot because Bayview Station is now not far. I ran home and ever since 
that time I was not even in contact with him.
Mariammah remembers that day, too.

They was very small when he went [to prison] and now they are told 
‘that’s your father’, all of them run, went away with them. Only Sweetie 
did not want to go at all. She was crying. They pulled her and put her 
in the car. She cried, she didn’t want to leave me but the children went. 
Next day they was back with me, they didn’t want to stay with their 
grandparents.

Mariammah’s second husband, meanwhile, held his job in cement 
construction until a violent, intoxicated neighbour unaccounta-
bly assaulted him with a bush knife, rendering him disabled. After 
her husband lost his job, Mariammah tried other ways of generating 
income. She started to sell alcohol, but then had a change of heart. ‘I 
thought to myself, you know, alcohol – people get drunk, they go and 
fight … and we were in the same position once upon a time. My father 
used to do that, he used to go and drink and come back with no wages 
at all. So I said, no, this business is no good. Completely I stopped it.’

All this was not enough to cover the bond, and they were in danger 
of losing their house. They decided to sell their home to another of 
Mariammah’s daughters and son-in-law and use the funds from the 
sale to build a second house at the back of that property. It was a 
double-storey structure with four rooms, plus amenities such as hot and 
cold water, and they took in four paying tenants. This helped generate 
some income. Yet it soon became apparent that the son-in-law could 
not pay the bond on the house, either. For two months, Mariamma paid 
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the bond out of the money collected from her rental units. But the Legal 
Aid attorney she consulted informed her that, despite taking over the 
bond, she would have no rights to anything if the property was sold, 
so ‘I thought to myself, why pay and lose?’ She stopped paying and the 
house was sold. Her daughter used the money to buy a house in Unit 9 
and Mariamma and her husband lived with them for a number of years.

Mariammah has experienced great loss in her family life. She is now 
a widow, her second husband having died about ten years ago. Her 
brother and a sister died relatively young. One of her daughters died 
at age 40, and a granddaughter at 23. She also witnessed the violent 
death of her youngest son who was killed in an accidental shooting 
three weeks before his 21st birthday. According to Mariammah, her 
son’s best friend, a policeman, was over at the house, eating popcorn 
and they were ‘playing with his gun’.

Hey, I don’t know what happened, those people were playing with the gun 
and, you know, 12.40 I can hear a noise, a loud noise … My daughter ran 
down, I ran in his bedroom, then we came down and we stand, no blood, 
no blood. Just, you know just a teaspoon blood, not even a teaspoon – so 
quick the wound got closed. And I just got him like this [demonstrates]. 
He was small built and all, I was holding him like this. He only looked 
at me, a little tear ran and he died. It was close range, that shot went 
through his heart and it went through my lounge set. It got stuck on the 
wall here.

Mariammah took custody of and raised two of her grandsons. The 
youngest was a few months old and the oldest, almost two. ‘I look after 
them, I grew them up, from baby I grew them up and I gave them an 
education.’ With sixteen grandchildren and eighteen great-grandchil-
dren, Mariammah’s family has been a source of joy as well as heart-
ache. She had a second tattoo written on her arm, just below the other 
one. It broadcasts the name of her favourite grandchild and, for her, 
represents a prayer to keep him safe.

In the last decade, she has undergone religious transformation to 
make a change for herself. In 2006 she converted to Christianity.

I gave myself up to the Lord. You know, after my husband died and things 
wasn’t right. I struggled all my life … I thought to myself, this Hindu life, 
I don’t know, I never progress at all, never progress at all. I went through a 
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hard life and all and I said, ‘now let me change my religion. Maybe it will 
help, something may change too’. My husband didn’t want to become a 
Christian. I waited – I said, ‘okay’ – I waited. When he died, after one 
year, I did his prayer and all and then I [became a Christian].

While most in her family retain their Hindu faith, Mariammah attends 
the Gospel Outreach Assembly at the Crossmoor Station, regularly 
attending services and participating in activities. Over the last six years, 
through several bouts with cancer, church members have visited her in 
order to pray over her, and she feels that being a part of that church has 
been beneficial. At that church, she once again encountered the individ-
ual who had so badly injured her husband with a knife. ‘But now, I meet 
this man. You know, the past is past, you can’t keep anything in your 
heart and [if] something happen, you can’t go back. I met this man, I 
talk to him in church. He sits next to me too and we talk, we don’t think 
about what happened.’

Mariammah sometimes gets assistance from her daughter Sweetie, 
who also struggles financially. Occasionally, she says, her first husband 
brings her some cash and there is no bitterness any longer because ‘we 
are old now’. When asked how she feels about her first husband’s sacri-
fice and political struggle, she is ambivalent.

He did something good, but just that, you know, like he left me with noth-
ing, see? He left nothing, nothing for me [and] he got so many children 
and that I can grow the children up. I was hurt to see him [in captivity] but 
what can I do? When I stopped him, [told him to] not leave the house and 
all, he just used to just ignore me and he just used to go away.

Sweetie, on the other hand, still carries feelings of hurt and betrayal. 
She feels that her father ‘did nothing for me all my life. Now and again 
he comes, he gives me [money] which, for me, it’s nothing.’ Her rela-
tionship with her father has improved now that she has grandkids of 
her own that he claims as his great-grandchildren, but

I would not say [our relationship] is very good because I’m still bitter 
inside … I’m still bitter inside me because I feel it’s through him we went 
through all the sufferings because, if he – okay, leave alone his political 
acts and whatever – but if his family was right, I don’t think we would 
have been split and come out of a broken family. We should have had 
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education. We didn’t have both our parents. [Just] my mum [and] my 
mum was never strong at that time.

The experiences of Mariammah and her daughter Sweetie, and their 
account of everyday survival, reflect the reality of a privatised zone 
of struggle that was both separate from and linked to the spaces of 
formalised political agency during those decades of the 20th century, 
represented by the now iconic Robben Island. Their story has value in 
how it complicates the often triumphal narratives of family solidar-
ity in political times. It displays the special vulnerabilities and moral 
isolation of women whose roles as mothers and wives constituted an 
important social foundation on which masculine political agency (and 
heroism) were constructed. The difficult emotional and material real-
ities conveyed by these two women need to be included in the histori-
cal record of national liberation. Their story suggests reasons why, in 
liberated South Africa, the zones of domestic life (the so-called private 
sphere) continue to be portrayed as non-political spaces of struggle and 
personal difficulty, much to the continued detriment of many women’s 
well-being and rights.

Interviews
Interviewed by Goolam Vahed:
Chetty, Mariammah, 11 and 18 February 2012; Chetty, Sweeti (Jaykumarie), 21 January 
2012.
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Chapter 8

Plessislaer, Cato Manor, Shallcross
A Personal Narrative

Reshma Sookrajh

There is a whole generation of women, those one step behind me, 
who did not acquire formal education or enter formal employ-

ment. Their lives are often mythologised as the bulwark of the ‘family’, 
the long-suffering, sacrificing ones, but by and large their contributions 
and involvement in society have gone unrecorded. This chapter tells the 
story of one such woman, my mother Savermathie, and through this 
narrative I begin to relate my own story of growing up in Cato Manor 
and Shallcross. This approach seeks to go beyond the mere ‘rendering 
of lived experience into a life story’ to provide rich insights about our 
life experiences, memories and interpretations of events (Goodson and 
Sikes 2001: 17). Our stories are closely intertwined. As Charles Taylor 
suggests in The Sources of  the Self  (1989), a self can only be described 
in reference to other selves. We become a self among other selves and 
are formed within ‘webs of interlocution’ with those closest and dear-
est to us, and our ‘conversations’ with others continue to shape and 
reshape us (1989: 36). For Taylor, selves are ‘oriented in moral space’; 
it is in this space that ‘questions arise about what is good or bad, what 
is worth doing or not, what has meaning and importance for you and 
what is trivial and secondary’ (1989: 28). Mother, for my siblings and 
I, was a very important influence in our lives and our life paths have 
included maintaining this connectedness to her, while simultaneously 
charting our independent paths.
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Plessislaer
Savermathie Bundhoo was born in Plessislaer in Pietermaritzburg 
in 1928 to a family of nine children. After completing Standard Six, 
a high level of education for a girl at the time, Savermathie qualified 
as a Hindi teacher. Her children’s journey to tertiary education would 
not have been possible without Savermathie’s achievement and contri-
bution, giving credence to the argument that in many Indian families 
each generation contributes to the educational capital of those that 
follow. Savermathie joined the local Sthree Samaj, an organisation 
run exclusively by women to address issues of poverty and education 
in the community, and was treasurer for several years. The family was 
strongly influenced by the ideas of Gandhi and the Hindu reformist 
organisation, the Arya Samaj. Her brother, Dasarath Bundhoo, a trade 
union leader, experienced discrimination at an early age and sought to 
change those around him through Gandhian ideas of non-violence. His 
motto was ‘hate the sin, not the sinner’ and he published his ideas in a 
book, Whisperings of  a Gandhi Follower (Bundhoo 2009).

Savermathie married Mothilal Lutchman in January 1952. He was 
born in Cato Manor in 1925 to parents who had immigrated as inden-
tured workers from Bihar in India. Mothilal met Savermathie while 
visiting his older sister in Pietermaritzburg in the late 1940s. Their 
marriage was a happy but relatively short one, as Mothilal died in 1971 
at the age of 46 from a severe asthma attack. Savermathie experienced 
great angst because he was the only breadwinner for her family of six. 
However, assisted by her brother Dasarath and brother-in-law Paragoo, 
who was married to her sister Savithree, she was able to educate her six 
children, four of whom graduated at tertiary institutions, mainly as a 
result of state bursaries. Eldest son Aroonkumar left school at the end 
of Standard Eight and found employment to support the family.

All the siblings completed their schooling in Shallcross. One of the 
travesties while growing up was that we were not allowed to join the 
municipal library in Queensburgh, just five kilometres away, as it was 
reserved for whites. As we were avid readers, father would take us to the 
Victoria Street library in Durban, some 30 kilometres away.

New friendships were forged and new interests developed in 
Shallcross. There were street celebrations of marriages, festivals or the 
ushering in of the religious New Year. Entering university was a big 
moment for the family – as we were the first generation to do so in the 
family and in the community.
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‘Varsity’ exposed us to new forms of knowledge and association 
with different people. As we depended heavily on the bursary that the 
state offered to prospective teachers, part of which was used to pay the 
fees for our brother who had registered for a law degree, failure was 
not an option. All four of us plodded on stoically, almost reverently, 
to complete our qualifications. All three sisters, Gitanjali, Sujatha and 
I, pursued education as a career. I went on to complete a Doctorate 
in Education with the University of South Africa. Among the boys, 
Vidhur qualified as an attorney after graduating at the then University 
of Durban-Westville and Aryakumar joined the car industry.

Cato Manor
The family’s formative years were spent in Cato Manor, a place where 
the right to live was ‘fiercely and often violently contested’ between 
Indians, Africans, whites and the local state (Edwards 1994: 415). Cato 
Manor was initially settled by Indians, who mainly engaged in market 
gardening after completing their indentures. Cato Manor was chron-
ically neglected by the local state in terms of services and facilities, 
and schools, temples and mosques were built and sustained through 

A 1974 photograph of homes 
being developed in Shallcross. 
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community initiatives (Maharaj 1994). As Africans moved to the city in 
the 1930s, some Indian landowners realised that they could make more 
profit by allowing Africans to build shacks on their lands than actually 
farming it and became ‘shacklords’ (Edwards 1983: 4). African tenants, 
in turn, sub-leased the land to others. Soon Indians and Africans were 
competing over land, bus services and retail outlets (Hemson 1977: 
103). This tension exploded in the three-day Indo-African racial riots 
of January 1949 which left thousands of Indians homeless, 137 people 
dead, and over a thousand Indians and Africans injured.

Savermathie remembers these riots vividly and the suffering that her 
family experienced, but apart from this single episode of violence, her 
recollection is that life in Cato Manor was peaceful, with few differ-
ences among residents because everyone ‘had very little’ and was 
content with their lot.

 Worship was at the heart of Savermathie’s life experience. Prayer 
was communal and consisted mainly of animal sacrifice to the gods. 
The most popular offering was the puncho puja (communal prayer) 
which was open to the public and drew large crowds of men, women 
and children. This form of ritualistic Hinduism was different from the 
reformist Hinduism that she had grown up practicing. As she reflects, 
‘the only ritual we performed was the havan ceremony [Vedic fire sacri-
fice]. I read and wrote Hindi and could easily follow the mantras. In 
Cato Manor, animal slaughter was common and the rituals were elab-
orate preparation of prasadam [offering] to the Lord.’ She got a shock 
when her eldest son was born because:

Coming from an Arya Samaj background, I was a strict vegetarian. On 
the sixth day a ceremony was performed and I had to eat chicken which 
was served to Mother Earth. I was a new daughter-in-law and did not 
want to go against the elders. I remember weeping as I put the meat into 
my mouth. The elder women tried to comfort me and said that I will not 
be strong enough to rear the baby if I only ate vegetables!

Savermathie was relieved that animal slaughter was not carried out on a 
large scale in Shallcross when her family moved there. This was due, in 
part, to the fact that neighbours followed a similar belief system, while 
reformist organisations such as the Ramakrishna Society, Divine Life 
Society, and Hare Krishna Movement, which took root in the township, 
discouraged animal sacrifice.
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Group Areas destroyed many black communities across the coun-
try. Savermathie’s brother Dasarath wrote in Whisperings of  a Gandhi 
Follower that the ‘pernicious Group Areas Act was the worst form 
of cruelty, where hundreds of thousands of voiceless, peaceful and 
law-abiding people were uprooted. I did not think it would work 
because it was a colossal task to move millions of settled people from 
their hearths and homes and send them miles away from their places 
of worship. But I was mistaken. My newly built home was bulldozed.’ 
Cato Manor was declared a white zone and its residents removed by 
1965. Africans in Cato Manor were relocated to Umlazi and KwaMashu 
and Indians to Chatsworth. A once vibrant community was destroyed.

Savermathie does not remember being given an explanation as to 
why they had to move though she did hear that they would benefit from 
the brick homes, electricity and running water. She recalled that ‘the 
white officials started to demand that we should move immediately. 
They would visit daily and finally said that they will break down the 
house if we did not move by a particular date.’ She does not have tangi-
ble memories of activism within Cato Manor, where hardworking men 
and women toiled silently through the day and in the evenings threw 
off their shoes and socks and immersed their tired feet in huge enamel 
dishes of warm water and salt. Those days were soon memories only.

In spite of being zoned for white settlement, Cato Manor remained 
undeveloped for almost two decades until the government de-pro-
claimed part of it for Indian occupation in 1979. This was a ploy to 
increase the legitimacy of the South African Indian Council (SAIC) 
amongst Indians. The Cato Manor Residents Association (CMRA) was 
formed in November 1979 to represent the interests of past and pres-
ent residents of the area but as most residents, including Savermathie’s 
family, were tenants rather than landowners, they did not benefit from 
this change of policy.

From the point of view of the children, these years are remembered 
largely for their play and exploration. Rusty trinkets were cherished 
for a game of charms, tin caps collected with care, ‘snotty balls’ (fruit 
from the coconut tree) picked and the soft, stringy section eaten, the 
seed dried and broken open with a stone and the deep-seated soft nut 
prised out. When the river dammed up, the bigger boys created a make-
shift raft and the children had turns imitating the rowers as they navi-
gated a ride in the swirling waters. Children were warned not to touch 
the flowers of the syringa tree or eat its berries. Girls would gather in 
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pretty dresses and make elaborate, extended artificial nails from the 
canna flowers. Younger children generally got spectator status to the 
many games played on an open field outside homes. Very little time was 
spent indoors. Games were improvised. Guli-danda was an improvisa-
tion of golf, played with a wooden stick with a stub at one end and a 
rounded stone. ‘Hoopoo’ and ‘three tins’ were played with empty Nestlé 
condensed-milk cans with much zest and competition. Savermathie had 
no concerns about the safety of her children – ‘the community grew 
up all the children, and one mother would step in when the other was 
busy’. It was not uncommon for lactating mothers to feed other hungry 
babies in the neighbourhood.

Shallcross
It was Paragoo, Savermathie’s brother-in-law, and his friend ‘Uncle 
George’, who influenced a municipal official to assign them homes in 
Shallcross rather than Chatsworth proper. It appeared that the clerk’s 
attitude was ‘as long as they move from Cato Manor, that is the main 

Seated on the bed are sisters 
Savithree Paragoo and 
Savermathie Mothilal (right). 
Standing (on left) is Reshma 
Sookrajh and her longstanding 
friend and fellow Comrades runner, 
Madhuri Singh (photo: Jenny 
Gordon). 
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thing’. Shallcross was earmarked for the residents of Northdene, 
Malvern and Hillary, who were resisting removals, so the homes were 
given to the residents from Cato Manor willing to take them. Savermathie 
was positive about the move as she finally had her own home and, as 
a bonus, several friends and family were placed in close proximity. Her 
sister Savithree was an immediate neighbour, while ‘providence played 
a role in relocating us directly opposite my husband’s sister and her 
family – they moved from Northdene. We felt great joy when we discov-
ered that she was our neighbour. She was a very strong woman.’

But relocation was difficult for the men in the area who had to travel 
long distances to work. Service delivery costs went up and there were 
no roads, schools or shops in the area. Children travelled to Mayville 
for the remaining half of the year and the following year attended the 
Gandhi Desai School in Durban until Shallcross Secondary was built.

Brother and sister, Aroonkumar 
Mothilal and Reshma Sookrajh. In 
the framed picture above them 
are their father Lutchman (centre) 
and brothers Preethum (left) and 
Mothilal (photo: jenny gordon).
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My stark memory is of the Cato Manor home being stripped down 
in sections. While we were confused about the demolition of the house, 
the excitement of the imminent move was powerful. Unlike Cato 
Manor, there were no temples in Shallcross but evangelists were to be 
found everywhere. We attended the tent campaigns on grassy patches 
down the road with much enthusiasm, drawn by the loud singing and 
music. It was an opportunity to go somewhere because Shallcross did 
not have any leisure activities. Pastor Rowlands rendered his lectures 
with much gusto and the community children, largely Hindus, would 
hypnotically raise their hands to the sounds of ‘If you believe in Jesus, 
raise your hands! Hallelujah! Praise the Lord.’ Of course, we joined 
the artful glorification of the Lord without much understanding. The 
ambience was electric, the preaching through microphones attractively 
amplified, and many older children mimicked the ‘sage’ on stage. It was 
the novelty of this method of praying that was attractive – we had never 
experienced such vocalisation of prayer before.

Savermathie brought with her memories and experiences of social 
bonds and organisation in Cato Manor, and these were rebuilt in 
Shallcross. She points out that the Shallcross Women’s Association 
was formed ‘within a year of our move. This was a support group 
for those who were indigent and also a place where the women met 
to discuss social and other problems. Monthly meetings were held to 
discuss fundraising projects and attend to the needy of Shallcross.’ A 
branch of Friends of the Sick Association (FOSA) was formed. This 
was largely a fundraising movement for people afflicted by tuberculosis. 
Every Saturday morning, groups of mainly women and children moved 
to different areas with metal boxes to collect money for the hospital in 
Newlands. Members also took turns to stand at markets and depart-
mental stores in Durban and Queensburgh with collection boxes.

Savermathie also started a Hindi school at her home:

A few people supported the idea and built benches on which children 
sat. I remember buying a black board on a stilt on which I wrote out 
the Hindi alphabet. Learning the language was done simply. When we 
formed the Shallcross Hindu Sabha, it was more organised. We registered 
for the yearly Eisteddfod in which learners presented poetry, sang individ-
ually and collectively, and acted out dramatic plays for which I wrote the 
scripts. My first script was Sharawankumar, the story of a dedicated son 
who took care of his blind parents.
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Savermathie was self-taught when it came to writing plays as ‘there 
were no classes in scriptwriting then – I knew the stories from the liter-
ature and just called up the actors and gave them the lines’. Scripts were 
based on great Hindu epics such as the Ramayan, which emphasised 
values like love, care and compassion to children through acting them 
out. Savermathie believes that those indelible imprints have stayed with 
most of those who went through that learning period. The Shallcross 
Hindu Sabha was formed in the late 1970s, with Savermathie and her 
extended family as members. The Sabha remains active, with Paragoo 
and Savermathie as honorary members. Over the years it built a temple 
and hall which is used as a place of worship and meeting place for civic 
organisations.

Inserting myself
The relationship between the particular and general, uniqueness and 
commonality, is a central issue in this narrative. In connecting the 
past, present and future, the story captures glimpses of myself being 
impacted upon by my parents and, especially, my mother, as well as my 
siblings and local community. Through mother, I found myself able to 
be responsive, affectionate and confident in my interactions with my 
own children, whether as toddlers or teenagers.

Unlike many others in the Shallcross area, I did not change my reli-
gious affiliation, which emerged from a strong Vedic influence as a 
young child growing up in Cato Manor, as well as my father’s affiliation 
with the Ramakrishna Mission. I can’t quite recall how I procured it, 
but I found myself in possession of a large frame of Mother Sarasvathi 
who formed my image of God – caring, compassionate and commit-
ted. Religious identity does not sit still and mine has moved in differ-
ent ways. When I married Rohith Sookrajh in 1980, I married into an 
entire family of eight brothers and two sisters, and a ritualistic way 
of worship under the vigilant gaze of my mother-in-law, from whom I 
learnt a different set of skills in cooking, caring and praying.

My identity changed in another fundamental way when I took up 
running. Both my mother and mother-in-law supported my interest in 
this sport. Running has a long tradition in the Sookrajh family. Rohith 
ran the Goldtop Marathon on several occasions in the 1960s and his 
uncle Sumesur ran for Avalon Athletics in the 1950s. From the earli-
est days of settlement in Chatsworth, residents formed athletics clubs, 
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most of which eventually consolidated into the Chatsworth Athletics 
Club in 1988, which has a home at the Chatsworth Stadium. The 
‘runners bug’ bit me when I was teaching at the Durban University of 
Technology (DUT) during the years 1984 to 1992. I was already in my 
thirties then and had two sons, Yukteshwar, now a medical doctor, and 
Vaishnavah, a Master’s student at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
(UKZN). The facilities at DUT and UKZN, which I joined in 1992 as a 
lecturer in Communication, were excellent and I took full advantage of 
the running track, gymnasium and scientific testing on offer.

I faced many hurdles as a woman runner. Being from a ‘traditional’ 
Indian family brought with it challenges such as dress, for example. 
Changing from a sari into the running attire of shorts and vests was 
a huge adjustment personally and also challenged the sensibilities of 
many in the community. Some men saw women athletes as encroach-
ing in their ‘domain’ and did everything to frustrate them. We also had 
to fulfill our parenting roles, so training times had to change so that 
we could prepare breakfast and supper. Security was another concern 
and we trained in groups to avoid being targeted for sexual harassment. 
Some women took to training within the confines of the stadium out of 
fear, though this was not an ideal preparation for major races.

After completing many half marathons and marathons, I took on the 
ultimate challenge – the Comrades Marathon, run annually between 
Pietermaritzburg and Durban. It is one of the great ultra-distance races 
in the world and nothing can compare with the camaraderie that devel-
ops from running with 15 000 fellow competitors. Women and black 
runners were only allowed to participate from 1975. I completed my 
first Comrades in 1991, being the first woman of South African Indian 
origin to complete the race. I finished the next four comrades before 
taking a break to have a baby, my daughter Sanhaviya who is currently in 
matric. I returned for the 2000 race and have completed ten Comrades, 
which qualified me for a ‘green number’. The extended Sookrajh family, 
comprising my husband, his brothers and their partners, accumulated 
92 medals by 2012, 48 of these contributed by the women of the family. 
Despite time pressures, I hope to continue with running because of its 
many benefits, not least a spiritual one. Running provides spaces for 
deep introspection and complete surrender to Him as you are at your 
weakest. When your body pushes beyond itself and mirrors your soul, 
you feel a presence, an existential experience.

More recently in my life, there has been a move to spirituality in 
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the form of the new age stance of Srila Prabhupada, founder of The 
International Society for Krishna Consciousness, with its emphasis on 
‘simple living and high thinking’. This is the spiritual legacy that I have 
passed on to my children, though they, too, may choose different paths 
in the future.

The present
When I married, I went to live with my husband in Kharwastan, Unit 
10. My sister Githanjali married in Shallcross and currently lives in 
Burlington Heights, about  three kilometers away from our Shallcross 
home.  Sujatah, my other sister, and brother Vidhur both live in 
Queensburgh. My eldest and youngest brothers  live in Shallcross on 
the same property where we grew up, as does mother. Savermathie lives 
with Aryakumar, his wife Catherine and their two children, Atman and 
Jyothi. She resists ever moving from Pyrenees Street, Shallcross, which 
has been ‘home’ now for almost five decades. At 85, she is frail but 
quick to deny suggestions that she may have diabetes or high blood 
pressure. She spends most of her spare moments reading religious liter-
ature, praying, and meditating. Her understanding of life and death, 
one that she is only too eager to share with all with whom she comes 
into contact, is contained in Chapter 2, Verse 20 of the Bhagavad Gita: 
‘na jayate mriyate va kadacin nayam bhutva bhavita va na bhuyah/ajo 
nityah sasvato yam purano na hanyate hanyamane.’ Loosely translated, 
it means that the soul is never born and never dies, nor does it come into 
being again when the body is created. It is eternal and timeless.
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Chapter 9

The Threatened Bus Ban and Political 
Fissures, 1972–73

Karthigasen Gopalan

Relocation to Chatsworth meant that thousands of people who had 
previously lived close to their places of employment now had to 

travel long distances to work. This put added strain on the household 
budget and, on average, forced residents to spend about an hour each 
day commuting. Neither the local nor national governments intervened 
to ease the financial burden by providing proper public transportation. 
On the contrary, they made the plight of residents worse by making it 
difficult for private bus companies to obtain certificates to operate in 
Chatsworth and in 1972 decided to ban buses from operating between 
Durban and Chatsworth in order to force residents to use the poorly 
planned rail system. Bus workers, civic and political bodies, and thou-
sands of residents joined a protest against the South African Railways 
(SAR) and the National Transport Commission (NTC) that lasted 
almost two years. This chapter examines this protest and the frustra-
tions of residents whose Group Areas relocation was compounded by 
transport-related difficulties. Equally important is what the protest 
shows about the fissures in Indian politics at this time.

Transport difficulties
In spite of its massive size there were just two established bus stops in 
Chatsworth, one on each side of Higginson Highway. At a meeting of 
the South Durban Indian Local Affairs Committee (SDILAC) in May 
1968, six years after the first residents settled in Chatsworth, members 
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expressed concern that passengers had to walk long distances by foot 
to one of the two bus stops due to the absence of an inter-unit bus 
service (SDILAC, 7 May 1968). Buses catered for residents travelling to 
the city centre but not for those who had to travel within the large town-
ship. Even when the housing scheme was completed in 1975, there were 
no schools in Crossmoor and parents had to walk with their children, 
in some cases up to seven kilometres, to the nearest school (Leader, 
31 January 1975).

Buying a loaf of bread could entail a journey of several kilometres. 
‘Illegal’ shops operated by residents at their homes and mobile tuck 
shops consequently thrived (Daily News, 6 October 1978).

One group particularly affected by transport difficulties was the 
Indian municipal workers who had lived at the Magazine Barracks in 
central Durban. Workers at the Rachel Finlayson Baths on the beach-
front finished work at 11.00 p.m. and had to walk to the Victoria Street 
bus stop in the middle of the night. Those who lived in Croftdene would 
get off at the bus stop in Westcliff and walk up to three kilometres to 
their homes. Their union, Durban Indian Municipal Employees Society 
(DIMES), requested that the municipality operate a special bus service 

Buses were the main mode of 
transport for the thousands of 
residents in Chatsworth as the 
railway service was expensive 
and poorly planned. 
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for them. Following a year of correspondence with the Transport 
Department, arrangements were made with the United Tobacco 
Companies to provide transport in 1966 (DIMES Annual Report 1966).

Other residents continued to experience problems and expressed their 
anger in the press. For example, U. Hanomantoo of Mobeni complained 
of the pathetic bus service and inability of local ratepayers’ associa-
tions to do anything about it (Graphic, 3 January 1969). Members of 
SDILAC and the Mobeni Heights Civic Association made numerous 
appeals to the Town Clerk and the Local Road Transportation Board 
(LRTB) to grant additional certificates to bus owners. On 9 April 1969, 
J.N. Reddy told representatives of local government that there was an 
urgent need for additional bus services as there was no public trans-
port for residents of Silverglen. The shortage of buses resulted in over-
loading, which endangered lives, and he requested that five additional 
inner-circle buses be established (SDILAC, 9 April 1969). SDILAC 
unanimously resolved that the Town Clerk make representation to the 
LRTB for five more certificates, extend the bus route to Silverglen, and 
review the situation every three months in view of the rapidly increas-
ing population (SDILAC, 13 May 1969). The Town Clerk chose to wait 
until the train service had started operating, to determine whether there 
was still a need for buses (SDILAC, 1 June 1971).

Rail service
Trains began operating on 1 May 1971. This turned out to be highly 
contentious due to poor planning. Two train stations were built on the 
northern fringes of the township, far from where most residents lived 
(Subramony 1993: 87). The distance to the station and the fact that rail 
fares were higher than bus fares, made residents reluctant to use the 
service which was consequently running at a loss. The South African 
Railways ran 77 trains between Chatsworth and Durban each day, with 
a daily carrying capacity of 207 900 (Natal Mercury, 28 October 1972). 
In view of the boycott of trains, the NTC decided in August 1972 to 
prohibit Indian-owned buses from operating between Chatsworth and 
the city. This would not only have burdened residents with higher costs 
and travel time, but would have put hundreds of bus workers out of 
work and bus owners out of business, some of whom were still paying 
off their buses. Bus workers, civic bodies and residents joined forces to 
protest against this decision.
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On 24 August 1972, SDILAC stated that it viewed ‘with despair and 
disappointment the attitude of the City Council in ignoring the plea of 
the Committee with regard to the continuation of the Bus Service in 
Chatsworth’. They noted that they were suspicious of the intentions of 
the Durban City Council (DCC) to phase out the bus service without 
regard for the future of bus owners, drivers and conductors, who would 
have difficulty finding other forms of employment due to their age and 
inexperience in commerce and industry (Graphic, 25 August 1972). 
While the LRTB refused to comment to the press, community leaders 
voiced concern. J.N. Reddy described the situation as ‘serious’, while 
Amichand Rajbansi called it an ‘outrage’ and said that ‘there would be 
chaos of an unprecedented scale’ and that it would ‘give rise to public 
sentiment against the state’. A.M. Rajab, executive chairman of the 
South African Indian Council (SAIC), described the ban as ‘shock-
ing, most unreasonable and outrageous’. He promised that the SAIC 
would take up the issue with the Minister of Indian Affairs, Senator 
Owen Horwood, and prayed that there would be no riots (Graphic, 
8  September 1972).

There was palpable anger in the community of Chatsworth. 
Havenside Civic Association president, Freddie Badal, said that for 
almost a decade buses had served the residents of Chatsworth and 
he could not understand why the Railways were seeking to put them 
out of business. Residents, he said, had the right to ‘choose their own 
mode of transport’ (Graphic, 25 August 1972). Columnist Sadiq Alli 
wrote in the Graphic of 25 August 1972 that the government was treat-
ing the residents of Chatsworth like ‘animals’ by denying them choice 
and likened the Council to the government of Idi Amin of Uganda. 
Residents also made use of the ‘Letters to the Editor’ column in the 
Graphic and Leader to condemn the decision.

On 8 September 1972, the Graphic interviewed four residents 
about how the proposed bus ban would affect them. Montford Civic 
Association president Bala Naidoo said that the ban would mean that 
the people of Chatsworth ‘don’t have a single right’. J. Shedkaran, who 
lived three and a half miles away from the train station, said that the 
authorities ‘keep on making the struggle to survive harder and harder’. 
Factory machinist Maliga Govender said that while it already took her 
an hour to get to work, travelling by train would take much longer, and 
with her low wages, she wondered how she would cope. Pushpa Chetty, 
a 22-year-old mother who lived in Montford, travelled daily by bus to 
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the Indian market and said that it would be impossible for her to walk 
from the station to her house with parcels (Graphic, 8 September 1972).

Bob Moses, a resident of Bayview, told Leader that the planned move 
would be ‘disastrous’ and was angry that residents were not consulted. 
He added that while the bus picked him up on his doorstep, the nearest 
train station was half an hour’s walk away. With just two stations in the 
township of 150 000 people, he concluded, ‘the trains can’t cater for us. 
Maybe, we men will be able to manage. But what about women and 
old folk?’ Constable George Govender, who also lived in Chatsworth, 
said ‘everything favours the buses remaining’. He was concerned about 
the thousands who would be affected, ‘especially those in Units 6 and 
7, whose homes are a whole bus journey away from the nearest station’ 
(Leader, 8 September 1972).

One of the striking features of the proposed bus ban was that it 
brought together leaders of conflicting political opinions. On 11 
September 1972, the Southern Durban Civic Federation (SDCF), 
together with ratepayers’ associations, met with the NIC, SAIC and 
Local Affairs Committes (LAC) to discuss ways of fighting the bus ban. 
M.R. Moodley, chairman of SDCF, described the LRTB’s decision as 
a ‘grave injustice’ and called for a united front to beat the ban. On 14 
September 1972, SDILAC held an emergency meeting and appointed a 
six-person committee to seek temporary certificates for operators so 
that they could beat the August renewal deadline. The committee also 
resolved to join forces with the SAIC and seek an urgent interview with 
the ministers of Indian Affairs and Transport. George Sewpersad, NIC 
president, told reporters that the bus ban was ‘inhumane and cruel’. It 
confirmed that ‘to the whites of this country, the needs, feelings and 
desires of the Black people are of no consequence whatsoever’ and that 
‘the time has come for Indians of all classes and from every part of the 
country to unite and oppose every assault on our dignity’ (Graphic, 15 
September 1972). For the NIC, which had been resuscitated in 1971, the 
bus ban provided an opportunity to gain a foothold in the township.

During August 1972, the LTRB refused the application of bus 
owners for the renewal of their certificates. Undeterred, they contin-
ued their service after the expiry of their licences. At that stage 73 
Indian bus owners were operating 120 buses which ferried more than 
100 000 people between Durban and Chatsworth daily (Rand Daily 
Mail, 23 September 1972). R.B. Bangtoo, chairman of the Chatsworth 
Bus Operators Association, made numerous representations to the 
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Department of Transport until the LRTB agreed on 22 September 1972 
to suspend its decision not to renew the permits for 30 days (Natal 
Mercury, 23 September 1972).

Bus owners had already planned a mass protest on 22 September 
1972. They distributed 30 000 handbills and displayed 500 posters on 
their buses and at bus stops advertising the protest (Daily News, 22 
September 1972). Grobbelaar, Trade Union Council of South Africa 
(TUCSA) general secretary, was invited to speak at the protest, which he 
‘heartily welcomed’ (Rand Daily Mail, 23 September 1972). He wrote 
a letter to Prime Minister B.J. Vorster warning that the withdrawal of 
buses in Chatsworth could ‘boil over into a violent emotional upheaval, 
unless something is done to restore the transport status quo’. He 
personally believed that ‘an explosive situation of frustration, resent-
ment and dissatisfaction is now building up among the entire popula-
tion resident in the Chatsworth complex’ (Natal Mercury, 4 October 
1972). He also warned that the issue of transportation had sparked 
‘severe discontent’ among workers in the past, and that for this reason 
the Chatsworth bus ban ‘frightened him’. Harriet Bolton, secretary of 
the Garment Workers Union, was also scheduled to speak at the meet-
ing (Daily News, 22 September 1972).

Mass protest, Westcliff
The mass protest meeting on 22 September 1972, according to G.R. 
Naidoo of the Rand Daily Mail, attracted around 6 000 people, while 
Sewpersad estimated that there were over 10 000 people (Rand Daily 
Mail, 25 September 1972 and Graphic, 29 September 1972). The 
meeting was opened by M.R. Moodley, chairman of the Chatsworth 
Bus Operators Association, who suggested that trains should not be 
boycotted. At this the crowd became angry and began heckling him. 
When Grobbelaar tried to speak, he too was booed, with chants of 
‘white man go home’ and ‘you are the problem’. Grobbelaar was forced 
to leave the meeting. Some members of the SAIC who tried speaking 
were also booed off stage. Instead, the crowd began chanting ‘Black 
Power’ slogans. The booing and chanting lasted for over an hour, during 
which time no one was able to speak.

Durban attorney and member of the NIC, D.K. Singh, eventually 
assumed the role of chairman. He told the crowd, ‘If you want to walk, 
I will walk with you. We must organise ourselves.’ His comments were 
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received with ‘thunderous applause’. The only other person allowed 
to speak was Jerry Coovadia, executive member of the NIC, who told 
the crowd that the people of Alexandra, Gelvandale and Hammarsdale 
had walked to work for the sake of principle and that the people of 
Chatsworth could do the same (Rand Daily Mail, 25 September 1972 
and Leader, 29 September 1972). The rowdiness of the crowd was 
indicative of the level of anger and frustration of residents as well as 
increased militancy amongst younger people.

Representatives of the Black People’s Convention (BPC) distributed 
pamphlets at the meeting calling the Chatsworth bus ban ‘Nazi-like’ 
and part of the master plan by Whites to keep Blacks in ‘perpetual 
servitude’. The pamphlet read: ‘Violence is a feature of our oppressed 
South African way of life. Violent atrocities are committed against us 
everyday in the name of white justice and domination.’ Group Areas 
was referred to as the ‘herding of masses of Black people, like so many 
cattle into ghettoes like Chatsworth’. According to the pamphlet, 
the government was out to destroy Blacks ‘physically and mentally’ 
and ‘White people have never suffered the way Indians, Africans and 
Coloureds suffered over the years’. ‘Moderate’ leaders blamed NIC 
supporters for the rowdiness (Graphic, 29 September 1972).

The crowd’s response received a mixed reaction in the press. One 
letter, signed under the pseudonym ‘Unite’, found it ‘heartening to 
see the people of all shades of political opinion rallying together … 
in moments of crisis’. If Indians failed to unite they would remain a 
‘small people’. Reflecting the politics of the time, the writer called for a 
People’s Party, ‘not for Indians only but for all the Black people of this 
country’. The writer was pessimistic that whites would join since they 
displayed a tendency to ‘keep as far away as possible’. Their feeling of 
superiority, the writer argued, was so ingrained that they considered 
it below their ‘great white dignity’ to associate with Blacks. The letter 
complemented the work of the South African Students Organisation 
but felt that their wrath against whites was discouraging the support of 
white moderates (Graphic, 29 September 1972). Some letters criticised 
moderate leaders. For example, E. Christopher wrote to Post that the 
crowd’s reaction to J.N. Reddy, who was booed off stage, was in ‘no 
uncertain terms’ an outright rejection of him as a civic leader. LAC 
members, he said, must realise that if they do not act in accordance 
with the wishes of the people then at the next elections they, too, will 
face the axe (Post, 22 October 1972).
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A Graphic editorial supported M.R. Moodley’s decision to invite 
Grobbelaar and Harriet Bolton and called the attacks on them a reflec-
tion of a ‘deep seated inferiority complex inculcated by generations 
of exploitation’ (Graphic, 29 September 1972). The Graphic was also 
critical of the ‘virus of racism’ that had infected ‘some persons in the 
Indian community’ and condemned the anti-white stance of the Black 
Consciousness Movement (BCM) (Graphic, 6 October 1792). The 
editorial of Post echoed similar sentiments, claiming that Indians had 
a ‘great reputation for being peace loving people’ which dated ‘back 
to the days of Mahatma Gandhi’. Post found it disturbing that the 
‘hotheads among the advocates of Black power are seeking to inflame 
passions over the Chatsworth bus row’. While it opposed the bus ban, 
Post disapproved of the distribution of ‘dangerously worded pamphlets’ 
at the meeting and the fact that moderate leaders such as J.N. Reddy 
and A.M. Rajab were shouted down (Post, 1 October 1972).

On 23 October 1972, a day after the mass protest, a smaller protest 
was planned in Unit 7. However, Chief Constable V.C. Jearey told the 
organisers at the last minute that he had not been given sufficient notice 
to issue a permit for a public meeting and that they would be prose-
cuted if the meeting went ahead. Realising that it was too risky to hold 
the meeting at the sports field, protesters crowded into two gardens 
between a cluster of nearby houses. Over 750 people stood in the rain 
to hear a succession of speakers ‘urge them not to let officialdom win 
without a fight’. One of the speakers was Amichand Rajbansi who told 
the cheering crowd that if the appeal went against the bus operators he 
had something else up his sleeve, and it was not a boycott: ‘I won’t say 
how we will do it but there are ways of preventing people from using 
trains if they don’t want to’ (Sunday Tribune, 24 September 1972). It 
is interesting that even in this early period, Rajbansi had support in 
Chatsworth, while his political rivals, amongst them moderates such as 
Reddy and Rajab, did not.

At a meeting on 18 October 1972, the NIC threatened ‘other forms 
of action’ if the bus ban was implemented. The NIC arranged a mass 
meeting on 22 October 1972, the day before the temporary reprieve was 
to end. R.M. Ramesar said that the NIC viewed the threat with ‘grave 
concern’ and that the mass meeting would not be the end of NIC activi-
ties in the area (Natal Mercury, 19 October 1972). In a meeting with the 
NTC on 24 October 1972, with bus owners and their attorneys present, 
Rajab warned that ‘certain organisations’ were already ‘fishing in the 
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troubled waters of the Chatsworth bus dispute’ and trying to arouse 
the people to take ‘irresponsible’ action. While not mentioning names, 
he accused these organisations of using slogans such as ‘boycott trains’ 
and ‘down with the SAIC’ and urged the authorities to allow the buses 
to continue operating in Chatsworth or else face the fact that the Indian 
people would accuse the government of adopting double standards – 
‘separate for Indians and Whites’. Rajab reminded the National Road 
Commission that that all shades of public opinion, including the white 
press, condemned the proposed ban. He argued that the SAIC was in a 
position to exert a favourable influence over Indians, but if the bus ban 
was implemented public opinion would turn against the Council and 
government. He described the proposed ban as ‘totally unreasonable 
and smacks of inhumanity’ (Post, 29 October 1972).

Another mass meeting in Westcliff in late October attracted 2 000 
people (Graphic, 27 October 1972). Following this meeting, a petition 
bearing 70 000 names of Chatsworth residents opposed to the ban 
was handed to the chairman of the NTC, J. Driessen, at a hearing on 
23 October 1972. The bus owners told Driessen that Chatsworth was 
a community comparable in size to Pietermaritzburg, East London or 
Kimberley and asked him to imagine the public outcry if the people 

Women working in the clothing 
industry waiting at Grimsby Road 
to catch a bus to Chatsworth.
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of those cities were told that they could no longer choose their mode 
of transport but were forced ‘to use trains because the service was 
running at a loss’ (Rand Daily Mail, 25 October 1972). Their appeal 
was rejected, as was another appeal in November.

In February 1973, the NIC distributed 10 000 handbills to residents 
in Chatsworth, describing the ban as an ‘inhuman act’ and urging resi-
dents to walk to work rather than take the train if the buses were forced 
off the road (Leader, 2 February 1973). In March 1973, bus owners 
appealed to the Supreme Court to review the decision, but this was 
turned down. While all this was going on, the buses continued running, 
unlicensed, but the city authorities did not take any measures to force 
them off the road (Leader, 30 March 1973). Another problem for bus 
owners was the financial strain. By May 1973 they had spent R22 000, 
an exorbitant sum for them, in legal battles to keep their service running 
(Graphic, 4 May 1933).

Bus owners took their case back to the Supreme Court where there 
was a hearing on 31 August 1973. D. Friedman, who represented SAR, 
argued that residents wanted to use buses due to ‘force of habit’ (rather 
than cost and distance) and that SAR’s objection to the renewal of 
bus certificates was due to the fact that a large investment (R14 911 
000) had been made on the railways network and it was important, 
in the ‘general public interest’, that the service was fully utilised. In 
effect, Friedman was arguing that the residents of Chatsworth should 
pay for the SAR’s miscalculation. Justice Henning found it ‘extremely 
difficult to believe that just because of their past habits, the people of 
Chatsworth preferred not to use the rail service into Durban’ (Daily 
News, 31 August 1973).

The LRTB was forced to reverse its decision when, in the last week 
of September in an 86-page judgment, Justice Henning dismissed the 
objections of SAR and upheld the appeal of the bus owners to be 
allowed to continue operating. Henning ordered that the operating 
certificates be renewed and that the NTC and SAR pay all legal costs. 
The 50 bus operators pledged ‘to strive constantly to provide an efficient 
and satisfactory service throughout the vast Chatsworth complex’. R.B. 
Bangtoo, chairman of the Chatsworth Bus Operators Association, gave 
this assurance: ‘The pistol directed towards the bus operators has been 
removed. We are convinced that we will receive the patronage of the 
majority of people who use public transport in Chatsworth’ (Leader, 
28 September 1973).
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Conclusion
While lasting less than two years, the proposed Chatsworth bus ban 
revealed some of the everyday issues facing the community. Clearly, 
transport was one of the major problems confronting people in the 
new township. The location of Chatsworth a long distance away from 
places of work meant that at the core of the problem was the increased 
cost of travelling to work. It also meant that a significant portion of 
the day was spent in travel. Residents felt further aggrieved that they 
were being deprived of the opportunity to make their own choices. 
The protests revealed, though, that the community was not prepared 
to simply succumb to the authorities. In a short period, sufficient 
local networks of protest were created that fed into older organisa-
tions like DIMES and embryonic civic organisations. The bus protest 
also exposed the fault lines in politics. There were those organisations 
that worked within the system (LAC and SAIC) and others that chose 
to operate outside the system (NIC and BCM). While within these 
constructs there were tensions, the bus protest came to foretell the divi-
sion between collaboration and non-collaboration that was to haunt 
Chatsworth politics through the 1970s and 80s.
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Chapter 10

The Politics of a Second Access Route  
to Chatsworth

Sives Govender and Brij Maharaj

The debate surrounding the second access road to Chatsworth 
illustrates how the planning of transport routes advantaged some 

groups and disadvantaged others, and how barriers were entrenched 
to separate people by race. Chatsworth, like most black townships, 
had a poorly developed infrastructure and very limited amenities and 
services. It was adjacent to the predominantly white residential area 
of Yellowwood Park and the Stainbank Nature Reserve. Depending 
on where the second access road was constructed, it could have linked 
Yellowwood Park to Chatsworth, and removed the barrier that sepa-
rated the Indian township from the adjoining white area.

Conservation or covert racism?
Kenneth Stainbank, an influential landowner, informed the Natal 
Provincial Administration (NPA) in 1947 that he proposed to donate a 
portion of his 200-acre estate to the NPA to establish a nature reserve. 
A key condition was that the land should be held in perpetuity as a 
Nature Reserve (McCarthy 1984: 5). The Stainbank Nature Reserve, 
as it became known, created a buffer zone between Chatsworth and 
Yellowwood Park, which is located to the south-east of it (Nathoo 
1987). During the 1960s Chatsworth was ‘second only to Durban’s CBD 
in terms of number of dwellings and led the city as a whole in terms of 
rates of population intensification’ (McCarthy 1984: 1), with the result 
that the already inferior transportation system, the Higginson Highway, 
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top: A 1968 report described this strip of road as a ‘one and half mile dangerstrip, bad, dusty, cracked farm 
track, parts of which have a 20ft sheer drop on one side’. It was the only access road from Shallcross to Durban 
and Pinetown. Five vehicles plunged down the bank during 1967 and 1968. 

bottom: One of several accidents on this road. 
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rapidly became over-utilised and strained (McCarthy 1984). There was 
widespread clamour for a second access route into Chatsworth.

The Durban City Council (DCC) favoured the second access being 
built along Coedmore Road in the white residential area of Yellowwood 
Park and through the Stainbank Nature Reserve (Daily News, 8 February 
1972). The City Engineer had, in fact, reported in 1961 that there was an 
urgent need for a second access route to Chatsworth due to the projected 
traffic congestion. His proposed route avoided the land donated by 
Stainbank by coming from South Coast Road and extending along the 
Umhlatuzana River, then cutting through the north-east corner of the 
reserve (the Coedmore route). In 1963 Stainbank donated a further 200 
acres of land for the nature reserve. The route for the second access road 
devised by the City Engineer was modified six times to accommodate 
further donations of land by Stainbank for conservation purposes 
(Nathoo 1987). It appears that the erratic donations were an attempt by 
Stainbank to prevent the second access road passing through his property. 
In early 1976 the Town Clerk argued that ‘in the ten years preceding 1977, 
every attempt to cut a road through the reserve has been thwarted by the 
Stainbank family making donations of land for conservation with a right 
to veto’ (Daily News, 20 February 1976).

The Broome Commission, which had been appointed to investigate a 
second access route, reported in 1969 that traffic volumes on the Higginson 
Highway did not warrant a route through the Reserve. However, in 1976 
the Minister of Indian Affairs emphasised the need for a second access 
route into Chatsworth, supporting the Coedmore route (Nathoo 1987). 
The DCC therefore appointed an ecologist, C. Ward, in 1976 to assess 
the environmental impacts of the Coedmore route. He concluded that it 
would cause major damage to the reserve and supported a route through 
the Umhlatuzana River Valley (Ward 1977). The Ward report was 
rejected by the DCC on the grounds that the Umhlatuzana route would 
cost 62 per cent more than the Coedmore option and that there would be 
considerable cost to the residents of Chatsworth in traversing the extra 
length of the Umhlatuzana Valley. The estimate in 1977 was R25 million 
per annum (DCC Minutes, 16 May 1977).

A coalition of interests representing the conservation sector and white 
residents established the Combined Conservation Action Committee 
(CCAC) in 1977 to oppose the Coedmore route. Its members included 
the South African Council for Conservation and Anti-Pollution; 
Wilderness Foundation; Natal Hunters Association; Yellowwood Park 
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Ratepayers Association; and Yellowwood Park Health Committee. The 
Action Committee held numerous meetings with the DCC to voice 
opposition to the Coedmore route (CCAC Minutes, 28 March 1977). 
In 1977, the DCC referred the issue to the NPA, which requested an 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and cost-benefit study from 
the Natal Town and Regional Planning Commission (NTRPC). The 
NTRPC inquiry found in 1978 that although the Coedmore route 
was the ‘most practical and cost efficient’, it had the ‘higher potential 
detrimental impact on the environment’ (McCarthy 1984: 3). The 
DCC continued to favour the Coedmore route and commissioned an 
independent group of engineers to assess the different options. The 
investigation, led by Dr R.D. Beaumont, produced a report in 1982 
favouring the Umhlatuzana route.

Beaumont Assessment, 1982
The estimated cost of constructing the Coedmore route was R11 million 
compared to R21 million for the Umhlatuzana option. Construction 
of the Coedmore route was deemed to be easier as the ‘steep terrain 
in the area will necessitate expensive cut and fill operation’, as well as 
extensive reorganisation of local roads and traffic access, in the case of 
Umhlatuzana (Nathoo 1987: 62). The Coedmore route would affect 32 
white and 7 Indian developed plots, while 36 Indian developed plots 
would be affected by the Umhlatuzana option. There would also be 
considerably greater impact on Umhlatuzana in terms of traffic noise 
and visual intrusion (Nathoo 1987). The Coedmore route would require 
five ha of the Stainbank Reserve to be expropriated and almost six ha to 
be severed; the Umhlatuzana route would require three ha of the Reserve 
to be expropriated and a half acre to be severed. The Beaumont report 
implied that the Umhlatuzana route had almost become fait accompli 
because of the Stainbank veto (McCarthy 1984; Nathoo 1987). Given 
the apartheid legacy of division and fragmentation, it is not surprising 
that responses to the different route options had racial underpinnings.

Community galvanisation
Indian civic and political organisations opposed the Umhlatuzana 
route. The South African Indian Congress and, subsequently, the House 
of Delegates (HOD), as well as the Natal Indian Congress-aligned 
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Durban Housing Action Committee, denounced the choice of the route 
(McCarthy 1984). At local level, the Save Our Homes Action Committee 
(SOHAC) was launched in April 1982 by residents of Umhlatuzana 
whose homes would be bulldozed to make way for the access route 
(SOHAC, 24 November 1983). SOHAC, chaired by Sundra Reddy 
whose own home was earmarked for demolition, rejected the sugges-
tion that ‘the preservation of the Stainbank Nature Reserve should take 
priority over the homes of the residents of Umhlatuzana’ (SOHAC, 24 
November 1983: 2). Given that the majority of residents had experi-
enced the ‘disastrous effect of removals on community life’ under the 
Group Areas Act, SOHAC rejected ‘in totality any route that threat-
ens to demolish homes regardless of the race, colour or creed of the 
owners’ (SOHAC, 24 November 1983: 9). It urged the DCC to contest 
the ‘veto of the Stainbank family which prevents a route that is finan-
cially less costly and causes less destruction to family life’ (SOHAC, 24 
November 1983: 2).

In December 1983, the white ratepayers of Yellowwood Park, 
Woodlands and Montclair joined forces to oppose any route through 
the Nature Reserve. Bob Steyn, chairman of the new Federation of 
Associations, stated that he would work closely with the Natal Parks 
Board (NPB), Wildlife Society and Kenneth Stainbank to oppose the 
Coedmore route (Nathoo 1987). The Wildlife Society of Southern 

City Councillors, conservationists 
and representatives of other 
interested bodies watch in 1988 
as the chairman of the Council’s 
Management Committee, Ron 
Williams, points out an alternative 
access route to Chatsworth.
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Africa contended that if the route ‘proceeds through the reserve, no 
private individual will ever again donate valuable private land to the 
state or the people of South Africa for nature conservation purposes’ 
(Post, 26 March 1988). The DCC sought permission from the NPB for 
the road to cut across the Reserve (DCC Minutes, 15 March 1982) but 
the Board refused on the grounds that the Stainbank Reserve would be 
ruined by the second access road (Daily News, 29 April 1985). Given 
the coalescence of white opposition to the Coedmore route, the local 
state was forced to review its options.

Capitulation of the local state
Following the release of the Beaumont Report, the DCC was under 
considerable pressure to support the Umhlatuzana route. The NPA, in 
fact, indicated that the Umhlatuzana route was the only one which it 
would subsidise and in May 1982 the DCC resolved to support the more 
expensive Umhlatuzana route. This decision was subject to the DCC 
contributing 20 per cent of costs, the National Transport Commission 
60 per cent, and the NPA 20 per cent (DCC Management Committee 
Minutes, 15 March 1982). In March 1985 the Durban Transport 
Committee recommended to the DCC that the Coedmore Route should 
be reconsidered because of lower cost (Nathoo 1987: 88).

Sundra Reddy (right), chairman of 
SOHAC, examines the Beaumont 
Report, which favoured the more 
expensive Umhlatuzana route. 
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At the central state level, all parties in the HOD argued for the original 
Coedmore route. Initially, they received support from the (white) House 
of Assembly. Minister of Transport, Hendrik Schoeman, told the HOD 
that ‘he was on the side of the Indian community in their demands for a 
second access road to Chatsworth to run through the reserve’, and that 
the government would pay 60 per cent of the cost (Daily News, 21 March 
1985). There was immediate opposition to this proposal at the provincial 
and local state levels. The NPB argued that it would ‘fight tooth and 
nail to stop the extra Chatsworth road from going through the reserve’. 
Councillors were adamant that the reserve was sacrosanct and should 
not be disturbed (Daily News, 21 March 1985). The Yellowwood Park 
community threatened not to vote for the NP if the Coedmore route was 
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approved (Daily News, 28 March 1985). Schoeman did an about turn and 
announced that he concurred with the province that the Umhlatuzana 
route was most suitable (Daily News, 28 March 1985).

Members in the HOD were incensed and threatened to resign. In 
an attempt to defuse the situation the government referred the matter 
to the National Transport Commission, which employed consultants 
to make a final recommendation (Daily News, 30 April 1985). Durban 
City Engineer, Don MacCleod, contended that this was an exercise in 
futility as the DCC had, over a 27-year period, explored every possible 
route (Natal Mercury, 28 July 1987). The consultants favoured the 
Umhlatuzana route (Natal Mercury, 28 March 1987). After years of 
deliberation, the issue of the second access route remained deadlocked 
with neither side willing to compromise. Expectations that the issue 
would be resolved in the post-apartheid era were not met.

Post-apartheid response: the road to nowhere?
From the late 1980s the question of the second access road has received 
little attention from the media, politicians or community organi-
sations. SOHAC, which played an important role in mobilising the 
community, became dormant as the threat of expropriation of houses 
in Umhlatuzana receded. The procrastination in constructing the road 
has resulted in costs escalating considerably. As early as 1994 there 
was consensus in political, civic and municipal circles that the road to 
Chatsworth was no longer financially viable. DCC estimates suggested 
that the cost would be in excess of R300 million (Leader, 17 June 1994). 
Although a second access route to Chatsworth remains a critical neces-
sity, it is unlikely to ever be built.
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Chapter 11

The South Durban Indian LAC, 1967–75

Karthigasen Gopalan

There has been a plethora of writing on ‘non-collaborationist’ 
politics in the apartheid period. Less attention has been paid to 

the institutions that were set up by the National Party. In places like 
Chatsworth, particularly in the early years, such institutions were 
vital in challenging non-collaborationist impulses, as well as being 
important conduits for taking up community concerns and seeking 
resources for developing the area. This article focuses on Local Affairs 
Committees (LAC) which were created by the apartheid state in 1963 
to make Africans, Indians and Coloureds responsible for advising local 
government on matters pertaining to their ‘own affairs’.

The chapter examines the work of the South Durban Indian Local 
Affairs Committee (SDILAC), which advised the Durban City Council 
(DCC) on issues related to Indians in Merebank and Chatsworth, 
from its inception until the housing scheme was completed in 1975. 
The committee, comprising nine members nominated by the Provincial 
Administrator, held its first meeting on 4 December 1967. By 1971, each 
ward in Chatsworth had elected representatives onto the committee. 
Meetings were held monthly with members of local government.

The early years were particularly difficult as the DCC set about 
converting what was rural land into a mass housing scheme. Low qual-
ity materials and poor town planning led to structural problems with 
the flimsy houses and narrow roads that lacked pavements. There were 
many cases of flood damage to houses caused by burst water pipes and 
inadequate storm-water drainage and sewage disposal. Addressing the 
housing shortage meant that the provision of other essential services 
such as clinics, hospitals, sporting facilities, places of worship, schools 
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The poor construction of homes 
meant that SDILAC members 
attended to problems such as 
these on a regular basis.

Chatsworth.indb   143 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H1 4 4

and retail facilities was neglected. Displaced Indians came from areas 
where they had built such facilities over many decades. Their reset-
tlement also meant that they had to adjust to these sparse conditions 
while dealing with higher living and travelling expenses.

Given their limited powers as advisory bodies, LACs were described 
by opponents as ‘toothless bulldogs’ (Leader, 24 March 1972) and 
those who participated in them were castigated as ‘sellouts’. However, 
among many people in Chatsworth today, there is reassessment of 
these individuals who are seen to have played an important role in 
addressing residents’ immediate grievances. Key figures in SDILAC 
included J.N. Reddy (chairman before 1975), C.G. Pillay (chair-
man after 1975), S. Pillay Poovalingam (vice chairman before 1975), 
Amichand Rajbansi (vice chairman after 1975), M. Moodley, T. 
Palan and ‘Monty’ Limalia. These members pushed for shopping and 
community centres, pavements, post offices, police stations, medical 
offices, and a second access road to alleviate congestion on the only 
existing access road, Higginson Highway. They also took up individ-
ual cases of evictions and electricity cuts, and high rentals. In contrast 
to common stereotypes, some SDILAC members were confronta-
tional in their meetings with representatives of local government and 
voiced their opposition to the unequal distribution of funds between 
white and black areas.

Southern Durban LAC members 
(left to right): George Thaver,  
C.G. Pillay and P.I. Devan and  
their wives. 
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Housing conditions
Apart from the fact that the tiny council homes could not accommo-
date an extended family system, the rapid pace at which houses were 
built resulted in poor planning and use of cheap materials. According 
to Subramony (1993: 68) the City Engineers Department was short-
staffed with regard to engineers, surveyors, planners and draughts-
men, and one of the first proposals by SDILAC was that the DCC train 
Indians in these areas so that they could find employment in building 
and maintaining council houses in Chatsworth (SDILAC, 5 February 
1968). Council’s ignoring of this request frustrated SDILAC members, 
who agitated for greater authority.

Council homes were spartan and it was the responsibility of occu-
pants to make improvements. Most houses lacked hot water, walls were 
not plastered, electrical conduits were exposed and there were no inte-
rior doors separating rooms. The design was mainly concrete block 
walls on a concrete floor slab with corrugated asbestos roofing and 
steel-frame windows (Corbett 1980: 92–93). Houses were plagued by 
structural defects. For example, on 9 March 1973, the Leader reported 
that over a hundred houses had walls that were cracking, a situation 
which Palan and Rajbansi had taken up with the City Engineer. Some 
defects were so pronounced that residents feared that the houses would 
collapse.

Amichand Rajbansi, politician, 
soccerite and businessperson, 
was a larger-than-life figure in 
Chatsworth from the 1960s  
until his death. 
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Roofs collapsing during heavy rains, flimsy door frames, an inad-
equate drainage system that resulted in houses being flooded during 
rainy weather, and burst water pipes damaging houses in lower-lying 
areas were among the issues addressed by SDILAC. On one occasion, 
a torrent of water caused by a burst water pipe flooded several houses 
and destroyed furniture. Palan personally visited the ‘panic-stricken’ 
residents, most of whom were women trying to remove the mud and 
water themselves while their husbands were at work, and he got the 
DCC to pay them compensation (NAR, 21 January 1972).

Although houses were of poor quality, the Purchase and Sale agree-
ment included a clause that it was the tenant’s responsibility to repair 
defects (NAR, 22 March 1972). For example, on 6 February 1972, 
when Palan wrote to the Town Clerk about flood damage at a house in 
Havenside, the City Engineer found that the water had entered from a 

Ashadevi, Amichand Rajbansi’s 
first wife, was a colourful politician 
during the 1970s and 80s.
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neighbour’s house and ordered the neighbour to build a curb to contain 
the water even though the problem was not of his doing (NAR, 22 
March 1972). SDILAC occasionally succeeded in forcing the DCC to 
pay for repairs related to poor construction. Poovalingam, for example, 
took up cases of ruptured water pipes which were causing exorbitant 
water accounts for residents (SDILAC, 17 July 1973). While investigat-
ing residents’ complaints, SDILAC members got to know residents on 
a personal level. Rajbansi wrote to the Town Clerk that stress caused 
by flooding in a house in Croftdene was affecting an occupant who 
suffered from angina, diabetes and arthritis. He visited the house and 
reported that it was difficult for the family to move about during rainy 
weather and that the water was causing the walls to crack (NAR, 12 
January 1972). The City Engineer found that the flooding was caused 
by a damaged drain at a nearby school and effected repairs (NAR, 28 
February 1972).

Residents were also victims of an inadequate sewage disposal system. 
In one incident in 1972, residents from three houses in Havenside 
complained about odour and it was found that a sewerage pipe in the 
vicinity had broken. Between November 1971 and December 1972, 
five houses in Westcliff were affected by blocked sewerage pipes (NAR, 
11 April 1973). In some instances, SDILAC got the authorities to rectify 
the problem. When Rajbansi wrote to the Town Clerk about sewer-
age discharge and storm-water drainage difficulties affecting houses in 
Montford, the City Engineers Department repaired the drainage (NAR, 
9 February 1972). But in most cases it was difficult to get the author-
ities to assist. Rajbansi complained to the Town Clerk that the City 
Engineers Department was inefficient in attending to sewerage prob-
lems and mentioned several places where sewage was left out in the 
open (NAR, 21 February 1972). Residents in Bayview and Montford 
experienced severe odour caused by two separated sewer pits that were 
poorly administered by the DCC. In November 1973, Rajbansi brought 
up the matter at a SDILAC meeting and members, along with the City 
Engineer, carried out an in loco inspection which resulted in the DCC 
shutting down the pits and building a pump station (, 12 January 1973).

SDILAC addressed all kinds of problems related to housing. For 
example, on 13 May 1969 they saw to it that houses under construc-
tion on roads 502–522, which had the entrances built at the rear of the 
buildings, were corrected (SDILAC). In 1974, when 5 084 houses were 
damaged by a hailstorm, they were instrumental in effecting repairs 
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(Natal Mercury, 8 December 1975). On 17 January 1972, when a resi-
dent in Havenside was unable to get a building company to remove their 
fence and equipment from his property, Rajbansi wrote to the Town 
Clerk to force the company to remove its equipment (NAR, 2 February 
1972). While SDILAC was an advisory body with no decision-making 
power, and while its resolutions were mostly rejected by local govern-
ment, the countless instances of requests for help from residents point 
to the fact that residents realised that SDILAC members were the only 
conduit for day-to-day redress, and this gave them some credibility 
among residents.

Evictions
It was Council policy to rigidly enforce evictions in cases where occu-
pants violated the terms of their agreement. In 1975, for example, four 
families were served with eviction notices and told to vacate within two 
days. They communicated the problem to M. Moodley of SDILAC who 
discovered that eviction notices had been mistakenly sent to people who 
were not at fault (Daily News, 25 June 1975). The practice of serving 
residents with eviction notices without an explanation of how they had 
violated the terms of agreement was a concern to SDILAC. Govindsamy 
and Poovalingam consistently argued that residents’ non-payment of 
rental was due to circumstances beyond their control (SDILAC, 1 June 
1971). Rajbansi felt that tenants served with eviction notices should be 
allowed the opportunity to appear before the standing committee to 
make oral representation (SDILAC, 3 April 1973).

Rajbansi wrote to the Town Clerk about Ramsamy who deserted 
his wife and children, who consequently were thrown out of their 
two-roomed house in Bayview. Rajbansi claimed to have known the 
family personally and accused Ramsamy of being an alcohol and drug 
addict. Neighbours provided food and clothing for the family. Rajbansi 
urged the Town Clerk to adopt a ‘sympathetic stance’ and give the 
house back to the family. His plea was in vain and the mother and chil-
dren were forced to separate and live in different places (NAR, 2 May 
1972). There were reports of evicted families living on the streets, such 
as a disabled woman and her three children who were living in an open 
field in Moorton (Natal Mercury, 20 September 1975).

On 15 June 1972, Rajbansi intervened on behalf of Govindamal 
Najaray who was allocated a three-bedroom house in Westcliff for 
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herself and her three children. She died on 22 July 1968 and her son and 
two daughters were disqualified from occupying the house by virtue of 
being a family of three occupying a three-bedroom house. The children 
made representation to the housing department which was unsympa-
thetic and relocated the sisters to a one-roomed dwelling in Westcliff, 
on condition that they did not accommodate their brother who was not 
given a home as he was an adult. The sisters allowed their brother to 
stay with them discreetly and when caught out, all three were evicted. 
Rajbansi argued that this was the predicament of many families and 
urged the DCC to put an end to such ‘heart-breaking rules’ (NAR, 
2 June 1972).

The DCC’s harsh attitude to evictions was its way of dealing with 
the lengthy waiting list. Desai (1987: 26) argued that the DCC treated 
people as numbers and its strategy to resolve the housing shortage was 
to evict one family and replace it with another. In 1972, there were 
17  000 people on the waiting list for Chatsworth (Leader, 24 March 
1972). At a meeting of SDILAC on 7 July 1976, J.N. Reddy and M. 
Moodley urged Councillor Herron to provide a house to a family on the 
waiting list who were living along Road 1102, using a piece of canvas 
for shelter (SDILAC, 7 July 1976). A similar case was that of Arjun 
Singh and his family who were on the waiting list for ten years. During 
this period he occupied a one-roomed children’s Wendy house on Road 
701. The family had been removed from Mayville and their numer-
ous attempts to get a council house failed. On nine occasions, officials 
from the Chatsworth housing office instructed him to leave the Wendy 
house but, with nowhere to go, Singh defied them on the instructions of 
Rajbansi (Post, 3 May 1978).

Overcrowding
One justification for the forced removals of Indians in Durban was 
to eradicate overcrowding and improve hygiene. For many families, 
however, the move aggravated overcrowding. After a meeting with the 
Deputy Medical Officer of Health (MOH), Dr Hilton Barber, in 1971, 
Rajbansi wrote to the Town Clerk, using the results of a survey carried 
out by the City Health Department on overcrowding in Chatsworth to 
argue that ‘something very serious is developing and steps will have 
to be taken now to remedy the situation’. Married children, for exam-
ple, were forced to live with their parents as there was no alternative 
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accommodation. Given the housing backlog, the likelihood of newly 
married couples finding alternative accommodation was virtually 
nil. If married couples applied for a house it meant that they were 
communicating their situation to the authorities and faced eviction. 
Most married children chose not to take that risk (NAR, 23 December 
1971). Rajbansi’s concern was that the natural population growth in 
Chatsworth had to be accommodated or the township would develop 
into a slum. On 17 January 1972, Dr Barber wrote to the Town Clerk 
that overcrowding in Chatsworth was no worse than other parts of 
Durban (NAR, 17 January 1972). Rajbansi’s concerns about over-
crowding were given credence, however, by a survey conducted between 
November 1972 and March 1973, which revealed that the number of 
occupants of one- and two-roomed sub-economic households ranged 
between one and seventeen; in total, 53 per cent of the 1 267 households 
surveyed were overcrowded (NAR, 30 May 1973).

On 11 February 1972, three articles on the front page of criticised 
the DCC for the overcrowding. One article pointed to Rajbansi’s 
description of a three-roomed house in Montford which was shared by 
seventeen people. Rajbansi attacked the DCC’s negative attitude and 
argued that families living in ‘such unhealthy, overcrowded conditions’ 
should be given priority in obtaining homes. He said that ‘any building 
that is terribly overcrowded violates that Slums Act’ and that it was 
the responsibility of the municipality to remedy the situation (Leader, 
11 February 1972). City MOH, Dr C.R. Mackenzie, agreed that there 
was overcrowding but insisted that the township had not reached ‘slum 
proportions’ (Leader, 11 February 1972). Rajbansi would continue to 
accuse the DCC of not finding practical solutions to remedy the prob-
lem. In a 1975 meeting of SDILAC, he said that the Health and Housing 
Committee was not doing enough to alleviate overcrowded conditions 
in Chatsworth (SDILAC, 21 October 1975). City Treasurer O.D. Gorven 
explained at a SDILAC meeting that overcrowding in Chatsworth 
would be alleviated by reserving 15 per cent of houses in Newlands 
West and Phoenix for the overflow from Chatsworth. This did not 
satisfy Rajbansi who said that this figure was too low as there were 
‘multiple families living [in] practically every home’ in Chatsworth. He 
insisted that if action were not taken, Chatsworth would become a ‘big 
slum’ with people being squeezed into shack settlements in Welbadacht 
(Leader, 28 March 1975).
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Critique of the DCC
SDILAC minutes suggest that members often voiced strong opposition 
to both local and national government. During discussion about the 
development of a swimming pool, for example, Poovalingam hit out at 
the government’s inability to provide equal amenities for the different 
race groups in their own areas. Councillor Haupt became so enraged 
that he stormed out of the meeting over what was referred to by Leader 
as a ‘heated attack’ on the government’s separate development policy. 
Rajbansi, however, maintained that it was a disgrace that Indians, who 
comprised the majority of Durban’s population, were only provided 
with two swimming pools. Poovalingam was unrepentant that the 
government should ensure that all groups were provided with equal 
amenities (Leader, 10 March 1972).

During a SDILAC meeting in 1973, Poovalingam and Rajbansi 
attacked the DCC over what they called the ‘beggar’s wage’ being paid 
to Indian municipal employees. Poovalingam also criticised the budget 
allocated to Southern Durban Indian areas. Rajbansi referred to it as 
an ‘Apartheid budget’ and attacked the DCC for the fact that civic 
offices had not been built and that schools in Woodhurst were used 
for this purpose (Leader, 16 February 1973). Members became so frus-
trated at their inability to get anything done that on 16 September 1973, 
Poovalingam suggested that LACs be suspended until it was known 
exactly how much authority they had with regard to matters affect-
ing local affairs. He was particularly ‘perturbed’ that a report meant 
to outline their role had not been submitted to SDILAC (SDILAC, 16 
September 1973). After three representations for a second library in 
Chatsworth were rejected, a frustrated Rajbansi submitted a memo-
randum demanding that SDILAC be granted autonomy or direct 
representation on the DCC (SDILAC, 16 October 1973).

In 1974, the DCC increased land prices in Chatsworth by 50 per cent 
to overcome a rental shortfall of R4.3 million. SDILAC members were 
angry that they had not been consulted and protested by boycotting 
a civic reception dinner for Indian members of the LAC organised by 
Mayor Ron Williams (Natal Mercury, 20 April 1974). The DCC voted 
for the increase and Rajbansi responded: ‘I do not think that the City 
Councillors sometimes knew what they are voting for’ (Leader, 31 
January 1975). At the January 1975 meeting of SDILAC, members tried 
to remove Town Clerk E.J. Goodwin as secretary, while Rajbansi said 
that residents of Chatsworth ‘can be sure that it will take a long time 
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before the DCC is ever allowed to implement its decision to increase land 
prices by as much as 54 per cent’ (Leader, 10 January 1975). Although 
Rajbansi was supported by Morgan Naicker and M.R. Moodley, he 
failed to unseat Goodwin, who opined instead that the removal of 
Rajbansi from the LAC would lead to SDILAC working more effectively 
(Leader, 14 February 1975). There was also a split within SDILAC, 
with tensions emerging between J.N. Reddy and Rajbansi. Following 
the meeting in which the attempt was made to oust Goodwin, rumours 
emerged that Reddy had apologised to Goodwin for the remarks made 
against him – rumours that Reddy denied (Leader, 28 February 1975).

By the early 1970s, Rajbansi was a recognisable figure in the press, 
well known for his strong opinions. In 1972 he engaged in a series of 
heated exchanges with A.M. Rajab, chairman of the South African 
Indian Congress (SAIC), whom he accused of defending the (in)action 
of the DCC, which had done nothing to alleviate the horrendous condi-
tions in which Indians were living in Merebank and Chatsworth. On 
another occasion Rajbansi, a member of the SAIC himself, sparked 
controversy when he said that he would destroy the SAIC from within 
as separate development was ‘one big bluff’ (Leader, 4 April 1975).

N. Sewcharan, vice president of the Southern Durban Civic 
Federation, told the Leader newspaper that SDILAC failed to address 
problems facing the township and its members should step down 
(Leader, 28 February 1975). Sewcharan, along with some frustrated 

Opponents in the Glenview, 
Chatsworth, constituency, 1982: 
R. Panday (right) of the National 
People’s Party and J.N. Reddy of 
the Solidarity Party.
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residents of Havenside, Bayview and Mobeni Heights, established the 
Southern Durban Ward 1 Ratepayers Action Committee to act as a 
watchdog over SDILAC. Sewcharan said that representatives who had 
served on SDILAC for eight years failed to call a meeting with rate-
payers’ organisations to discuss issues affecting residents. The Action 
Committee meeting, however, attracted a small turnout and had no 
meaningful support (Leader, 28 February 1975). SDILAC member 
George Naidoo questioned Sewcharan’s leadership credentials, as the 
meeting of the body covering an area with over 25 000 people had only 
attracted 35 people. He wondered how it could then act as a watchdog 
(Leader, 21 March 1975).

In 1975, Councillor Pieter Breytenbach proposed an all-race advisory 
committee to the DCC. This was rejected by Rajbansi who said that 
Indians ‘were tired of playing second fiddle’. For years LACs had tried 
to ‘advise’ the DCC and were tired of advisory committees, since local 
(white) authorities regarded LACs as a ‘statutory nuisance’ because 
they were doing their job of highlighting problems and exposing the 
inefficiency of Council. He said that he would only participate if the 
multi-racial committee were able to ensure that the DCC would agree to 
get rid of inequalities in the budget, but he did not believe that this was 
the purpose for which they were being set up (Leader, 28 March 1975).

Conclusion
Chatsworth was built at a rapid rate to accommodate Group Areas and 
slums evictions from various parts of Durban. Areas built over decades 
were virtually destroyed overnight and residents found themselves in 
the alienating housing scheme of Chatsworth, often next to people 
that they had not known previously. The leadership vacuum was filled 
by new leaders and voluntary bodies that emerged in Chatsworth and 
which faced an enormous burden in terms of the quality and quantity 
of housing. While those who participated in government-created struc-
tures such as the LACs acquired a negative reputation in the interim 
years of settlement prior to the NIC and civic organisations estab-
lishing a presence in the township, they were an important, and often 
the only, source of leadership that residents could turn to. Minutes of 
meetings and newspaper reports show that SDILAC members took up 
hundreds of cases on behalf of residents, covering a myriad of issues. 
While they took up these issues more often than not within the logic 
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of separate development, they did raise pressing problems and help 
ameliorate some of the challenges facing residents trying to make a new 
life in Chatsworth.

While LACs were set up to work with local authorities and advise on 
matters pertaining to their designated areas, leaders in SDILAC became 
increasingly frustrated at their inability to meaningfully address indi-
vidual and collective problems. The lack of direct representation on 
the DCC and the fact that resolutions passed at SDILAC meetings 
were seldom implemented, frustrated some of the leaders. During 
the 1980s, moderate ‘Indian politics’ was largely divided between the 
Rajbansi and J.N. Reddy factions; it is worth noting that their rivalry 
began in SDILAC activities. From the late 1970s and early 1980s, as 
the revitalised NIC, various civics, and the Chatsworth Housing Action 
Committeebegan to make their presence felt in Chatsworth, support 
for LACs and their successors declined.
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Chapter 12

Of Cabals, Butterflies and Detentions
Extra-parliamentary Resistance in the 1980s and its Aftermath

Goolam Vahed

The banning of the leadership of the Natal Indian Congress 
(NIC) in the 1960s muted the organisation’s effectiveness. This 

was compounded by the movement of people from places such as the 
Magazine Barracks, Cato Manor and Clairwood, where the NIC had 
a strong presence, to Chatsworth and, later, Phoenix, thus destroying 
long-established political networks. Government-appointed structures 
such as the South African Indian Council (SAIC) were often the only 
‘voice’ for the people. This began to change from the late 1970s when a 
younger generation of ‘home-grown’ civic activists and students began 
to make their mark in Chatsworth. Roy Padayachie, Kumi Naidoo, 
Kovin Naidoo, Maggie Govender, Charm Govender, Clive Pillay, Derek 
Naidoo and others were involved in youth organisations, trade unions, 
the NIC, the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), and the ANC’s 
armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK). Education, housing and work-
ers’ rights were key issues around which they organised, focusing on 
mass mobilisation through popular resistance as well as building the 
underground movement. The residents of Chatsworth did not arrive 
there without a tradition of resistance. They had memories of Dr 
Monty Naicker, a figure of legend at the Magazine Barracks; of Billy 
Nair and his influence in Clairwood as an MK operative in the early 
1960s; and of various trade unions and trade unionists.

Chatsworth Housing Action Committee (CHAC)
One of the main avenues of protest in the late 1970s was civic 
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organisations which emerged to take up struggles around high rents 
and transportation costs, poor living conditions, and lack of ameni-
ties. The NIC, Democratic Lawyers Association (DLA), and anti-South 
African Indian Congress (anti-SAIC) Committee became a central part 
of this struggle. In most ‘units’ of Chatsworth, residents had formed 
housing associations to take up struggles for housing and amenities. In 
Montford, for example, the Montford Residents Association was estab-
lished by ‘Shoots’ Naidoo and Sarojini Kuppasamy, who offered legal 
assistance with regard to pensions, rental arrears, and so on. There 

Many families found themselves 
in financial distress as a result of 
high rents and food prices and 
high levels of unemployment. 
Protest was channelled through 
organisations such as CHAC 
because of the government’s 
clampdown on overtly  
political bodies.

Women such as Mrs Naicker, seen 
here addressing a rent protest 
meeting, came to the fore during 
the protests of the early 1980s.
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were similar bodies throughout Chatsworth and they coordinated their 
struggles through CHAC which was formed to oppose the 15 per cent 
rental increase announced by the Durban City Council in January 1980. 
George Sewpersadh and Farouk Meer of the NIC, and D.K. Singh, 
Yunus Suliman and Krish Govender of the DLA were members of 
CHAC. Joseph Hoover, chairman of CHAC, argued that the Council 
stood to make R16 million profit from housing sales and considered 
it deplorable that the profit was to be ploughed into the coffers of the 
National Housing Fund: ‘There is no logic in taking from the poor to 
give to the poor. It is the duty of the state to provide housing to the 
poor’ (Post, 13 February 1980).

According to Maggie Govender, CHAC ‘took up a whole range 
of community issues, ranging from the sale of houses, rent strug-
gles, discriminatory rates’. CHAC also had a political element to it. 
Its slogan, ‘Houses, Security and Comfort’ was, according to Maggie, 
‘straight out of the Freedom Charter’. Maggie believes that housing 
struggles in sub-economic areas led to ‘an increase in political under-
standing of what was going on. People like Mrs Naicker, Mrs Reddy, 
ordinary women who were at home, would get onto a public platform 
and talk, and they commanded tremendous support. It was a good 
period to build grassroots leadership.’ Mass meetings and house-to-
house campaigns helped to nurture a political culture of non-collab-
oration with government institutions and direct mass action aimed at 
overturning white minority rule.

The NIC also gave impetus to the formation of the Durban Housing 
Action Committee (DHAC). It convened a meeting on 29 March 1980 
to discuss rental increases and high rates. Twenty housing committees, 
including those from Phoenix, Newlands East, Merebank, Chatsworth, 
Cato Manor, Asherville and Sydenham Heights, joined forces to form 
DHAC. D.K. Singh was elected chairman, with Virgil Bonhomme and 
Pravin Gordhan as joint secretaries. By April, organisations such as 
the Merebank Ratepayers Association, Tongaat Civic Association, 
Greenwood Park Ratepayers Association, Diakonia, Phoenix Working 
Committee, and students from the University of Durban-Westville 
(UDW), pledged support for DHAC (Natal Mercury, 1 April 1980). 
Pressure from DHAC caused the Council to postpone rental and rates 
increases. Civics portrayed this as a great victory in widely distributed 
pamphlets (Post, 30 August 1980).
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Natal Indian Congress
The NIC, inactive for most of the 1960s following the banning and exile 
of key leaders, was revived in 1971. It initially struggled to gain mass 
support because Group Areas had destroyed its key support bases, 
while state repression made political activity hazardous. Led by a new 
generation of leaders, such as Roy Padayachie, George Sewpersadh, 
Paul David, Pravin Gordhan and Zac Yakoob, the NIC initially concen-
trated on ‘bread and butter’ issues through civic organisations. It gained 
impetus with campaigns such as the Release Mandela Campaign (1980), 
the anti-Republic Day Festival (1981), the anti-SAIC campaign (1981), 
and the national education boycotts of 1980 which radicalised many 
students, some of whom subsequently found a home in NIC structures. 
While initially developing linkages with civics, from around 1983 the 
NIC’s activities were channelled through the United Democratic Front 
(UDF), and from around 1985 active ties were forged with the ANC 
underground by some within the NIC.

One of the key NIC figures in Chatsworth was Radhakrishna 
Lutchmana ‘Roy’ Padayachie (1950–2012), who was Minister of Public 
Service and Administration at the time of his death in May 2012. Roy 
schooled in Chatsworth and completed a BSc degree at UDW and an 
MSc at the University of London. He joined the NIC in the late 1970s 
and became an executive member. In the early 1980s, he started an Early 
Learning Centre with Patsy Pillay and Charm Govender. Charm had 
completed his schooling in London where he came into contact with 
Congress stalwarts Mac Maharaj and M.D. Naidoo. He enrolled for a 
B.Sc. degree at UDW in 1980 but dropped out during the four-month-long 
boycott of that year. Charm believes that the boycott had a greater impact 
among Indians than Soweto 1976 did because ‘1980 ran into the commu-
nity. When the students were baton charged [at UDW] it was the parents’ 
committees that rallied behind them and said no, what you are doing is 
just and what the authorities were doing is wrong.’ The boycotts gave the 
NIC a foothold among the Indian masses through parents’ committees.

In 1981, civic organisations rallied around the call to boycott cele-
brations of Republic Day (31 May). The NIC organised an anti-Re-
public Festival conference. People like Roy Padayachie, Mots Motala, 
Maggie Govender, ‘Shoots’ Naidoo, Charm Govender, Serug Pillay, 
Des Moodley, Gino Govender, Patsy Pillay and Hashiem Bam were 
involved in distributing pamphlets, spraying graffiti, painting banners, 
and calling mass meetings. In the lead-up to the conference, hundreds 
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of school children were expelled for boycotting classes. They were only 
able to return to school in 1982 after a long court battle. Many of these 
students became dedicated activists. Kovin Naidoo, then in Standard 
Eight and now a Professor of Optometry, was involved in the protests:

We said no, 31st May must be a normal day, we’re going to come to 
school. They obviously refused, so we went on boycott. It was initially 
successful and then they threatened the students with expulsion and a lot 
of students returned to class. We didn’t and 25 of us were expelled from 
[Chatsworth High]. We went to court and kind of won the case, they 
allowed us to write exams but they refused to allow us back into school 
for that year. All of us studied together.

The anti-SAIC campaign (1981), Wilson Rowntree boycott (1981), 
Release Mandela Campaign (1980), formation of the United Democratic 
Front (UDF) in 1983 and its million signature campaigns (1984), the 
sustained campaign against the Tricameral Dispensation, the launch 
of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) (1985), the 
State of Emergency, and the tenth anniversary of the Soweto Rebellion 
(1986), all served to deepen local struggles. Kovin Naidoo, for example, 
recalls the significance of student involvement in the anti-SAIC election 
campaigns in 1981:

Farouk Meer was in my house one night with all the parents, saying how 
bad it is, and then said you’ve got to come to NIC meetings. That’s how 

Farouk Meer of the NIC addressing 
an anti-SAIC/LAC rally at Doorgha 
Hall, Mobeni Heights, in the early 
1980s. Seated on the right is Paul 
David.

SAIC/LAC elections triggered 
widespread community protest. 
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we got involved, people like Maggie, Shoots and Charm and Roy played 
a big part in our lives. We were the kids, they were the university people, 
and for that year we did field work in almost every house in Chatsworth. 
It’s a bloody big township but every evening, visiting people, telling them 
not to support local government elections, explaining to them the impor-
tance of non-racialism. At night we would spray ‘sell out’ on the houses 
of candidates’ walls, at the train station, the swimming pool. Our lives 
really changed.

The NIC was not a monolith. Charm Govender pointed to ‘factional-
ism comprising essentially of a Pravin Gordhan apparatus and a Roy 
Padayachie apparatus’. He believes that this may have had its origins in 
Gordhan and Padayachie being in contact with different ANC factions 
in exile, with local activists caught up in these power dynamics. Charm 
described these divisions as ‘very sharp and [they] take the form even 
of antagonism and disrespect’. There were accusations, according 
to Charm, of ‘cabal’s operating … groups meeting in secret, groups 
trying to engage in machinations against each other. It had a destruc-
tive effect because you dislocated the struggle [in trying] to make sure 
that the influence of the other was reduced.’ Local newspapers reported 
regularly about NIC ‘cabals’. The exact nature of the division remains 
a mystery but former members spoke in quiet voices about disputes 
between Gordhan and Padayachie that swung all the way from ‘egos’ 
and ‘control mentalities’, to differences over whether or not to partici-
pate in the SAIC.

The State of Emergency was a particularly difficult period for activ-
ists. In June 1986, newly married couple Sundra and Timay Reddy, 
along with Maggie Govender, Vishnu Naidoo, Hinderen Naidoo, Patsy 
Pillay and several others were arrested. Maggie described her arrest as,

a major eye-opener in the community because the police came heavily 
armed. They surrounded the school with military vehicles. This was June 
17th. I had, every year since I started teaching, stayed away from school 
on June 16th as a point of principle. I remember it was [policeman] Harry 
Singh, we used to call him ‘Smiling Harry’. I was teaching. He jumped up 
and said ‘you are arrested under the State of Emergency’. I had a Head of 
Department who was progressive, Rex Aiyer, and he went to the staff to 
say this is what happened. Two of the children ran to a relative’s home to 
tell them. This is important [because] while this was happening the police 
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were sending people to my home [so] my mother-in-law burnt everything 
that looked political and my husband [Charm] had come home, they told 
him to leave. My son was one year and one month and he was breastfed. 
They didn’t allow me access to my son. His breastfeeding had to stop. I 
was kept in solitary confinement. After three months and a few weeks I 
was released without charge.

The two who evaded arrest were Charm, who went into hiding, and 
Roy, who escaped to London. Most of those arrested were released in 
late August. Thinking that he was off the police radar, Charm returned 
to work in December and was promptly arrested. He was locked in his 
cell at C.R. Swart for 23 hours a day and was subjected to police beat-
ings. He was released in June 1987, having spent almost six months in 
prison.

While Charm was in prison, the authorities punished Maggie by 
transferring her from a school close to her home to Rosewell Secondary 
in Umzinto, 45 minutes away by car. She described it as ‘straight politi-
cal intervention and victimisation’. Maggie recalls the valuable support 
that she received:

The teachers from the school would actually telephone when I was leav-
ing school, they would say ‘she’s leaving now’ and then phone to say ‘has 

Roy Padayachie (right), whose 
support base was in Chatsworth, 
being sworn in as Minister of 
Communications by Chief Justice 
Judge Sandile Ngcobo in 2010. 
In the background are President 
Jacob Zuma (far left) and Deputy 
President Kgalema Motlanthe.
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she arrived?’ And sometimes they would even escort me because I had a 
very troublesome car … Even though [Charm] was in prison, my polit-
ical involvement didn’t stop. My son’s idea of a bedroom was the back 
seat of the car. My husband’s family was extremely supportive. My own 
mother and father were supportive. And then there were a lot of activists. 
I remember on the night before I was due to report at this new school, I 
saw somebody coming up the driveway and I immediately thought it was 
the police and as the person came closer he said something and I looked 
and it was Billy Nair. He was in hiding but he had gone out of his way 
to come and tell me, ‘I understand that you are going to this new school, 
hang in there, and don’t give up’. And George Sewpersadh used to come 
every Sunday. George is not a very articulate person and he would say 
‘are you okay?’ He would struggle to say something else, didn’t always 
find the words, but the very fact that he came there, that was comforting. 
The activists in Chatsworth took it upon themselves to become surrogate 
parents to my son, and Derek Naidoo and Des Moodley would take our 
families to detainee support committee meetings. When I came out of 
prison it was the biggest shock of my life to see all our mothers attending, 
like veterans, these meetings, chatting with all these people. They had all 
undergone a major shift.

By the late 1980s conditions were changing in Chatsworth. While many 
younger people were in contact with the ANC in exile and some joined 
their structures, there was a discernible change in the nature of opposi-
tion to apartheid, which peaked during protests against the Tricameral 
elections. Following his release in June 1987, Charm was recruited by 
Billy Nair into the South African Communist Party (SACP) and was 
secretary of the Kharwastan, Umhlatuzana and Woodhurst branch 
under chairperson Deva Naidoo. At a secret NIC conference at the 
Aryan Benevolent Home in October 1987, attended by figures such as 
Mo Sheik, Pravin Gordhan, Roy Padayachie, Billy Nair and Yunus Sheik, 
Charm was elected onto the Executive Committee of the NIC. The NIC 
top brass conceded that the organisation had failed to muster grass-
roots support. There was a disjuncture between what Kumi Naidoo 
calls ‘town’ and ‘township’ factions. The so-called ‘cabal’ around the 
‘town’ faction was a source of grievance amongst some members in 
Chatsworth (Naidoo 1997).
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Protest at a National Party meeting 
at the Sol Namara Hotel. Devan 
Pillay (centre with dark glasses) 
leading the protest against the 
Indian NP Minister, Sathie Naidoo. 
On the far right is Derek Naidoo.

Protesting at the same meeting are 
(left to right): Derek Naidoo,  
Dr K.V. Moodley, Patsy Pillay,  
Anesk Sankar, Charmaine Moodley, 
Siva Thambiran, Sid Moodley, 
Robin Toli.

Activists from Chatsworth often 
joined forces with those from other 
areas to get their message across. 
This anti-SAIC/LAC meeting was 
held opposite the City Hall in the 
Durban city centre. Left to right: 
Devan Pillay (in dark glasses), Siva 
Thambiran, Satish Jaggernath, 
Ramsamy of Merebank, Poobie 
Naicker. 

Chatsworth.indb   163 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H1 6 4

Resistances underground – Umkhonto we Sizwe
A small number of residents in Chatsworth were attracted to MK. By 
the mid-1980s, MK units were actively developing an underground 
command structure in Durban. The planned operations, code-named 
Operation Butterfly, was overseen by Ivan Pillay and included Pravin 
Gordhan, Mo Sheik, Abba Omar and Vejay Ramlakan. Ramlakan, 
who qualified as a medical doctor from Natal University in 1980, would 
tell the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) that he became 
highly politicised after the Soweto Uprisings of 1976 and joined MK 
and underwent military training in South Africa and Swaziland. He 
was a member of the first MK Area Political Military Council inside 
South Africa while running the casualty department of King Edward 
Hospital. Ramlakan’s MK unit was based in Swaziland. In view of 
the difficulty of conducting operations from Zambia and Swaziland, 
Operation Butterfly aimed to expedite structures of communication 
between commanders and units on the ground. Sihle Mbongwa over-
saw Operation Butterfly, with Ramlakan reporting to him (Ramlakan 
2000).

What would come to be known as the ‘Lenny Naidu Unit’ was 
formed towards the end of 1984 by young activists such as Lenny 
Naidu, Derek Naidoo, Richard Vallihu, Dhanpal ‘Ricky’ Naidoo, Jude 
Francis, Raymond Methraj and David Madurai, who were concentrated 
in the Bayview area. Two operations were carried out in Chatsworth. 
A limpet mine was placed outside the home of politician Amichand 
Rajbansi on 4 August 1985, and the Magistrate’s Court was bombed on 
13 December 1985. These were considered legitimate targets, according 
to Ramlakan, because

we had to send a political message to the House of Delegates, that would 
make it clear to them that their activities were not supported by the 
majority of the oppressed and we chose a site where we could, from a 
military point of view, achieve maximum benefit in terms of transmitting 
a political message. The Magistrate’s Courts were simply like all other 
arms of the judiciary apparatus, dispensing out apartheid justice. [They] 
represented the legal arm of apartheid and were utilised for that very 
same purpose (Ramlakan 2000).

The bombing of Rajbansi’s home was planned and executed by Lenny 
Naidu, Derek Naidoo, Jude Francis, David Madurai, and Raymond 
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Methraj. Planning and execution of the court bombing was carried out 
by Derek Naidoo, Lenny Naidu, Dhanpal ‘Ricky’ Naidoo, Jude Francis, 
Richard Vallihu, David Madurai, and Raymond Methraj. According to 
Madurai:

Lenny and I carried the limpet mine to the selected point of the Chatsworth 
Court and Raymond and Derek were nearby as lookouts. It was set to 
explode some 35 minutes of the pin being pulled. At the Rajbansi home, 
the limpet mine was carried by Raymond and Derek, and Lenny and I 
carried a ball with us, so that was the distraction. So we dropped the ball 
and the limpet mine was placed and we were picked up by Richard at the 
end of the street (Madurai 2000).

According to Derek Naidoo, the cell unravelled within months when ‘a 
member of the unit was arrested. He was the strongest of all of us but 
became the weakest once caught.’ Derek was arrested at his place of 
work, Clover Dairies in Northdene, where he was a senior shop steward 
and workers had just emerged from ‘the longest strike in the history of 
dairy workers in the country’. He was tried and imprisoned on Robben 
Island until 1989. After his release he completed an LLB degree in 1992, 
became a councillor in the Inner West region and was Deputy City 
Manager from 2003 to 2012. Richard Vallihu went into exile, completed 
an MBA at the University of Southern Queensland, Australia, and has 
been CEO of Transnet since September 2005. David Madurai is CEO 
at the Department of Cooperative Governance. Vejay (now General) 
Ramlakan, in a separate trial, was sentenced to twelve years on Robben 
Island but released in 1991. He became Medical Commander for the 
President Mandela Guard in 1992 and has been the South African 
National Defence Force’s Chief Director, Strategic Planning, since 
2005. Jude Francis was sentenced to six years but released in October 
1990. All those involved in Operation Butterfly were granted amnesty 
by the TRC in 2001.

Lenny Surendra Naidu (1964–1988) did not live to see post-apartheid 
South Africa. He was a member of Helping Hands, the Bayview Residents 
Association, as well as CHAC. Lenny, who attended Chatsworth High, 
was involved in the school boycotts of 1980 and anti-Republic Day 
protests in 1981. He attended UDW in 1983 but dropped out to focus 
on his anti-apartheid activism. Police first raided Lenny’s home during 
the State of Emergency in June 1986. According to his mother Neela, 

Leo and Neela Naidu at the 
tombstone built in memory of 
their son Lenny.

Chatsworth.indb   165 2013/08/31   3:27 PM



C H AT S W O R T H1 6 6

‘they came and they rattled the house, looked for whatever they can find, 
they took the tape recorder, whatever papers he had from the Bayview 
Residents Association’. Lenny went into exile in February 1987, first to 
Lusaka then to Camp Pango in Angola for military training, and then 
to Swaziland in May 1988. On 8 June 1988, Lenny Naidu, Lindiwe 
Mthembu, Makhosi Nyoka and Nontsikelelo Cothoza were gunned 
down on the road between Houtkop and Piet Retief while seeking to 
cross into South Africa. It was almost two weeks before Neela learnt of 
her son’s death: ‘I only got the message on the 21st of June. Richard 
[Vallihu] phoned. My daughter Amshah picked the phone up. He told 
her, “You know what? Your brother is killed in an ambush.”’

Neela went to Swaziland with human rights lawyers Daya Pillay 
and Sarojini Pillay to identify the body, which was only returned to the 
family on 2 July. She describes the funeral as follows:

We took it [the body] here to the Temple Hall. From there the police 
surrounded us, machine guns, they had helicopters and the graveyard 
was cordoned, they didn’t let anyone go inside. But African people from 
other townships, they all came, 25 busloads, they jumped over the walls 
of the graveyard, they put an ANC cloth on the coffin, the Brigadier [just] 
stood there, the noise that helicopter was making … we couldn’t have the 
last rites [burning camphor], and they were chasing all the people from 
there [but] the African people stayed behind. They buried the coffin and 
they were toyi-toyiing over there. And then they all came home, they had 
supper with me … Cyril Ramaphosa, Terror Lekota, he was here. They 
were toyi-toyiing, singing, and that’s how Lenny’s life came to an end.

According to police the killing of Lenny was in self-defence. It emerged 
at the TRC that the security police had infiltrated MK’s network and 
Lenny’s ‘comrade’ driving the pick-up car was an askari who drove 
them to the Security Branch ambush. Eugene de Kock told the TRC 
hearing in July 1999 that ‘to cover up the shooting of unarmed combat-
ants we planted a Makarov pistol on the body of Lenny Naidu and a 
Soviet F1 hand grenade in one of the bags of the women’. Leon Flores, 
Marthinus Ras, Jury Hayes, Flip Theron, Gerrie Barnard and Frederick 
Pienaar were granted amnesty (TRC, 20 July 1999). In memory of 
Lenny, the Lenny Naidu Institute was established in 2006, focusing on 
youth development, while Pelican Drive in Bayview, Chatsworth, has 
been renamed the Lenny Naidu Drive.
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The break-up of the Bayview cell did not end underground activity. In 
October 1988, Mac Maharaj organised a visit of representatives from 
the Indian community to meet with the ANC in Lusaka. The NIC and 
Transvaal Indian Council (TIC) delegations were led by Jerry Coovadia 
and Cassim Saloojee respectively. Charm and Maggie Govender were 
among those who went on that trip, where they met Jacob Zuma, Abba 
Omar, Alfred Nzo, James Stewart, Squire Makoti and others. They 
became involved in Operation Vula, a secret project initiated by Mac 
Maharaj, Oliver Tambo, Ronnie Kasrils, and Joe Slovo around 1986 
to bring arms into the country and create political awareness about 
the ANC. When they returned from Lusaka, delegates formed area 
political committees in Chatsworth under the leadership of ‘Shoots’ 
Naidoo, Maggie Govender, Brian Chinsami, Charm Govender, Serag 
Pillay, and others.

The ANC held its first full conference in South Africa since 1959 
at UDW from 2–6 July 1991. Maggie and Charm were involved in the 
conference which Charm described as a ‘fairly momentous thing’, 
because Nelson Mandela was formally elected ANC president. The 
future role of the NIC was heavily debated, and most of those present 
accepted that the organisation was an anachronism and that they 
had to start a phasing-out process. Mewa Ramgobin, who was vice 
president of the NIC, told Sechaba magazine in April 1990 that the 
unbanning of the ANC meant that ‘there may be a limited lifespan 
for the NIC, especially as the democratic movement is now seeking to 

A delegation of the Natal and 
Transvaal Indian Congresses 
embarking on a tour to India, May 
1989. They include Yunus Carrim 
(second from right) and Charm 
Govender (second from left) of the 
NIC, Cassim Saloojee and Reggie 
Vandeyar of the TIC, and Fred 
Gona, vice president of COSATU. 
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build non-racial constituencies for the creation of a future non-racial, 
democratic and united South Africa’. The NIC and its counterpart in 
the Transvaal, the TIC, disbanded in 1992 and most of their leaders 
became active in ANC structures.

After 1990, ANC/NIC members worked hard to muster support for 
the ANC in Chatsworth. According to Charm, the ANC leadership in 
Chatsworth comprised ‘internals’, that is, ‘those who … didn’t have 
close links with those who were in exile or [on] the Island’. This became 
a ‘source of concern’ as a regional conference elected a leadership 
comprising mainly ‘ex-political prisoners and those who came from 
exile. People who worked within the country felt marginalised.’ Five 
branches were established in Chatsworth. Active ANC members during 
this period included most of the old activists: Devan Pillay, Shoots 
Naidoo, Maggie and Charm Govender, Kovin Naidoo, Sam Pillay, Patsy 
Pillay, Mrs N. Naicker, John Pillay, Brian Chinsamy, Poo Govender, 
Daya Govender, Vishnu Naidoo, Sundar Reddy, Phunai Reddy, Anesh 
Sankar, Derek Naidoo, Dr Kalpesh Ramchurran, Pravienna Naidoo, 
Mumsy Naidoo, Jurie Thaver, Dr Rajen Pillay, Dr Baker Ebrahim, 
Morgan Govender, Floyd Naicker, Allan Pillay, Spongy Moodley, and 
others.

Former chairperson of the Bayview 
branch of the ANC and the BRA, 
Sivalingam Thambiran, garlanding 
former President Nelson Mandela 
in Chatsworth in the 1990s. Seated 
on the left is Jacob Zuma.
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Following the 1994 national general elections, Devan Pillay, Maggie 
Govender, Patsy Pillay, Dr K.V. Moodley, Siven Samuels and Professor 
M. Sankar were appointed councillors. Dr Moodley was chairperson 
of the ANC in Chatsworth, Dr Peter Sebastian (Kharwastan) was 
treasurer, and Maggie Govender the secretary. These councillors would 
later come to be criticised by many poor residents who felt that they 
failed to deliver services, a charge that Devan Pillay believes is unfair 
because they were hamstrung by budgets that were beyond their control.

The ANC has struggled to win over the populace in Chatsworth. 
Charm Govender noted that before the 1994 elections he could ‘see the 
community displaying a lot of unease about having majority rule, and 
they then, in the election, reflected this unease by voting in a significant 
majority for the National Party (NP)’. The ANC received almost 
a fifth of the vote in Chatsworth while the NP had 70 per cent. Sam 
Pillay pointed out that ANC members ‘spent a lot of time and effort 
spreading the word about the ANC but it was very difficult to break 
the thinking of the Indian people’. It may be argued that this decline 
in mass support started in the late 1980s and was due to such factors 
as information censorship measures under the State of Emergency and 
the murder, torture and imprisonment of activists, which contributed 
to the weakening of political consciousness. Also a contributing factor 
was the 1985 racial incidents in Inanda and the legacy of the 1949 Afro-
Indian riots. Try as they might, the pro-UDF/ANC forces were never 
able to completely overcome the influence of establishment politicians 
like Amichand Rajbansi, who was embedded in the community and had 
the power of patronage. It could be said that the ANC in Chatsworth 
was also undermined to an extent when Mandela visited Rajbansi at his 
home and the Minority Front (MF) astutely got into an alliance with 
the ANC, thus giving the MF greater credibility.

Hansen suggests that the political involvement of Indians moved 
from the national stage prior to 1960 to the local community by the 
1970s, as political action diminished countrywide under apartheid 
repression. Post Soweto 1976, he believes, ‘the vast majority of Indians 
embraced the notion that the community was indeed their actual 
horizon for any political action’ (Hansen 2012: 294). This explains their 
focus on local politics. The situation, though, is fluid. The death of 
Rajbansi in 2011 dealt a mortal blow to the MF. The ANC, in turn, has 
made some gains at the local level with the possibility emerging of a 
younger leadership organically linked to communities. Still, it appears 
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that the party most geared to take advantage of the MF’s troubles is 
the Democratic Alliance (DA). Once again, the old Chatsworth ANC 
might be skewered by developments outside its control. It is whispered 
that the ANC has been shoring up the MF as a main bulwark against a 
sweep by the DA.
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Chapter 13

The Flats of Bayview

Goolam Vahed

Born in 1981, Brandon Pillay has lived all his life in ‘the flats’ – 209 
Stork Place, Block 15B, Bayview. Life in the flats ‘was not easy, this 

type of surrounding, you had to put up with a lot of challenges – like 
this vicious cycle of poverty that just never ended’. His parents, ‘Lucky’ 
and Radha, were from the Magazine Barracks and Clairwood respec-
tively, and settled in Chatsworth in the early 1960s. The poverty cycle 
in his family started much earlier, though, and he often ‘heard stories 
of how they went to school with no shoes, and carried a plastic packet, 
and how they lived in a wood and iron tin shanty house and how diffi-
cult it was to live under those conditions’.

Between 1963 and 1975, of 20 501 dwellings built in Chatsworth, a 
third comprised flats and sub-economic homes given out on rent to the 
very poor who, it was expected, would rent in perpetuity. There were 
896 flats in Bayview, which were described as ‘spartan with unplas-
tered walls, exposed electrical circuits, no hot water’ (Corbett 1980: 
7). A 1975 survey of Bayview reported a severe lack of sleeping space, 
communal bathrooms and toilets, lack of facilities to wash and hang 
clothes, and no provision to park cars. The absence of play areas meant 
that children were forced to play on the streets. Roads were not properly 
paved and open spaces were a health hazard. An estimated 94 per cent 
of residents travelled long distances to work but could not use the train 
because the station was too far away. Only 2 per cent of flat dwellers 
owned cars (Daily News, 8 August 1975).

Most of the residents were poorly educated and held menial jobs. 
Corbett (1980: 59) found that 23.7 per cent of flat dwellers had no 
education, while 60.1 per cent only had primary education. A third 

Chatsworth.indb   171 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



C H AT S W O R T H1 7 2

of dwellings contained two or more families (Corbett 1980: 20) – a 
 necessary strategy to keep people out of extreme poverty. Due to 
overcrowding, more than a third of parents shared their bedrooms 
with children over the age of five (Corbett 1980: 126). There was a clear 
divide between economic and sub-economic homes. An estimated 37.5 
per cent of households in flats lived in poverty. Without the Council 
subsidising 50 per cent of the rental, poverty levels would have been 53.7 
per cent and 22.6 per cent respectively in sub-economic and economic 
dwellings (Corbett 1980: 72).

Brandon can relate to this hardship. He recalls his paternal granny 
telling him that she moved to Bayview on the understanding that it was 
‘temporary accommodation’. There were ‘no windows and doors, no 
water at first and then they installed water but they used to just pay 
a nominal rent’. Temporary accommodation became permanent but 
‘they kept paying rent, until they reached a point where the services 
become exorbitant and they obviously couldn’t afford to pay for that’. 
Brandon’s parents worked in factories in Jacobs, his father for a plas-
tics company and his mother for a clothing company ‘until the cloth-
ing industry, you know, took a downfall in South Africa where workers 
were retrenched’.

The community of Bayview has 
been in the forefront of civic 
protests during the apartheid and 
post-apartheid periods. 
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Brandon, his parents, five brothers, a sister and granny lived in a 
two-bedroom flat. The children

slept in the lounge and the bedroom. Mum and dad had one room. My 
sister was always with them until she grew of age. I also had an aunt 
living with me so we were in the other room. But, prior to that, there were 
more than just us – my father’s sisters, their children, because this was 
our family home so they all lived here. At some point there were seventeen 
people in two bedrooms.

According to Brandon, residents in houses looked down upon flat 
residents:

I didn’t want to accept that people looked down on us. I can say this 
because as early as primary school [Summerfield Primary] I was a very 
high achiever – first in the class right through. At school, you have the 
children from the flats, the children from the Zanzibari community, then 
you have children from the ownership that used to always pick on us, 
always label us as being the ‘flats’ and nothing good comes out of the flats 
… I was determined to say that, ‘I’ll show you that a child from the flats 
can do better than you do’.

Civic organisation
There is a long tradition of community agitation in Bayview around 
the housing question. Devan Pillay moved into Bayview around 1980. 
At the time there was a Bayview Civic Association which was aligned to 
the Local Affairs Committee. Devan helped form the Bayview Residents 
Association (BRA) in 1982 with people such as Siva Thumbiran, Saroj 
Pillay, Kovin Naidoo, Lenny Naidu, Kumi Naidoo, Clive Pillay, and 
Derek Naidoo. The BRA ran an 
Advice Office and addressed such issues as pensions, arrears rentals, and 
drawing up of wills. Natal Indian Congress (NIC) activists within civics 
worked hard to link local struggles to the broader political struggle.

In 1985, Devan became chairperson of the Chatsworth Housing 
Action Committee (CHAC), a federal body comprising housing asso-
ciations from Silverglen, Kharwastan, Umhlatuzana, Crossmoor, 
Montford, Croftdene and Westcliff. Maggie Govender, Charm 
Govender, Patsy Pillay, Dhaya Govender, Ray ‘Shoots’ Naidoo, Darby 
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Sukhoo, and Mrs Naicker were active in CHAC structures. Devan 
recalled that their struggles included high rentals; the use of rentals by 
the municipality to build public amenities such as roads; lack of facil-
ities in the flats; the impact of VAT on poor people’s lives; residents 
wanting ownership of rental houses; bus fare increases; and unjust 
water fines. Through CHAC, they were also involved in the Durban 
Housing Action Committee (DHAC).

McKinley and Veriava (2005) argue that because civics such as the 
BRA were closely associated with the ANC’s internal allies, the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) and (NIC), their struggles tended to be ‘framed 
by political and racial demands of the larger anti-apartheid, liberation 
movement’. In the lead-up to the 1994 elections, such civics were ‘effec-
tively “transformed” into a branch of the ANC, with the poor being 
told to wait patiently for the new ANC government to deliver on its 
socio-economic promises’. Devan disagrees with this assessment. He 
believes that civics had to get ‘sucked into politics, had to have a polit-
ical formation, to get people into government’. Where they erred, he 
believes, was in ‘not developing a second tier of leadership in civics, so 
when the civic leadership moved into politics, there was a leadership 
vacuum’. This created the conditions for the emergence of groups such 
as the Concerned Citizens Group.

Post-1994 activism
With the coming to power of the ANC, there was much optimism that 
ordinary people’s lives would improve and that the state would, as prom-
ised in the Freedom Charter and the ANC’s Election Manifesto, take 
care of people’s basic needs. But post-1994 shifts in economic policy 
created new challenges for poor people. The Growth, Employment 
and Redistribution (GEAR) macroeconomic programme of 1996 set 
in motion the commodification of basic services, such as water and 
electricity (Terreblanche 1999). In Chatsworth, the cost of services and 
rentals soared in municipal-owned flats in a period that coincided with 
huge job losses in the clothing, textile, footwear and leather industries. 
In the KwaZulu-Natal Province as a whole, official employment in the 
clothing sector fell from 45 000 in 1990 to 19 000 in 2000 (Fakude 2000).

Whole neighbourhoods in the poorer parts of Chatsworth were 
affected by job losses. As Orlean Naidoo observed of residents in 
Westcliff and Bayview, ‘most of the people were actually from the 
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textile and leather industry. They worked there all their lives and with 
that [sector] collapsing after the new government came to power, lots of 
people became unemployed.’ Brandon’s mother is one example of what 
happened to thousands of breadwinners. Research among 500 families 
in Bayview and Westcliff in late 1999 and early 2000 by the Institute 
of Black Research found that 75 per cent of the people lived below the 
poverty datum line, 58 per cent were unemployed, and 42 per cent were 
dependent on social maintenance grants for survival.

Many flat residents, under conditions of extreme economic duress, 
found it difficult to meet their rental and services obligations. It was 

Protest eventually gave way to 
negotiations and the flats were 
recently refurbished. While 
they look neat and tidy from 
the outside, residents have 
complained of poor workmanship 
and defective materials.
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in these conditions that individuals like Brandon got involved in civic 
organisations. Shortly after the 1998 local government elections, the 
local eThekwini Council served eviction notices on those in rental, 
water and electricity payment arrears. Flat residents in Bayview, 
Crossmoor and Westcliff responded by organising themselves into civic 
associations. Bayview residents constituted an informal Flat Dwellers 
Action Committee. In June 1999, they formally constituted the Bayview 
Flats Residents Association (BFRA) with Sadha Pillay as chairperson 
and Brandon the secretary. Within a few months Sadha resigned and 
Brandon, who was yet to celebrate his eighteenth birthday, became 
chairperson.

Between 1998 and the mid-2000s, the BFRA engaged with the 
Westcliff Flats Residents Association (WFRA) and other civics in a 
series of protests against threatened evictions and water cut-offs (see 
more detailed discussion in Chapter 14). Residents did not take these 
threats lying down. In May 2002, for example, they barricaded homes 
and blocked roads with burning tyres to protest electricity cut-offs. 
That these protests threatened to spiral into violence is an indication of 
the level of desperation among residents. ‘How can I pay off my arrears 
when I don’t even have money for food?’ Shirley Ebrahim told reporter 
Kerry Cullinan in a 2002 Sunday Tribune interview.

Shirley’s story was typical of many Bayview residents. She was 
R22  000 in arrears and was bringing up four children aged between 
seven and seventeen as a single mother. Her problems started when 
she lost her job in the clothing industry. ‘I can’t even afford to send 
my eldest child to school. He was turned away because he hasn’t got 
books. The other children go to school hungry and I had to ask the 
school to feed them.’ Shirley’s electricity was cut off in 1998 and her 
water reduced to a trickle. She reconnected her electricity illegally and 
was fined R820 for meter tampering (Cullinan 2002). There were many 
other stories like Shirley’s.

From resistance to consultation
The community’s approach to housing and service charges changed over 
time. This was due in part to the appointment of Derek Naidoo, who 
grew up in Bayview, as Deputy City Manager, Infrastructure, in 2003. 
The eThekwini municipality, for its part, was grappling with an appro-
priate response to its problematic rental housing, which was facing a 
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massive revenue loss due to non-payment. In 2005, for example, out of 
an annual operating budget of R109 million, Council recorded a deficit 
of R35 million (Morkel 2005: 35). Brandon believes that Naidoo ‘real-
ised these people are talking sense, they really have legitimate grounds 
of what they saying’.

So he said, no, this is making sense, they are saying install prepared 
prepaid electricity meters, they’ll take care of their own electricity; they 
are saying upgrade and refurbish our flats and give us ownership, we are 
prepared to take it; they are saying they’ll pay for services rendered; they 
are saying that the flats are in disrepair, asbestos roofing is illegal – all 
of that started to make sense to him. That’s when he started negotia-
tions, elected a steering committee … We said we won’t pay rent until we 
get ownership – you refurbish, upgrade, give us the flat, we’ll then take 
ownership.

Naidoo, who faced disgruntled tenants in Bayview, Westcliff, Crossmoor, 
Sydenham Heights, Wentworth, Lamontville and KwaMashu, sought 
to transfer rental housing (15 765 units) into freehold. This would 
have a political benefit for local government which would no longer 
be regarded as a ‘landlord’, a status which provided political leverage 
for mobilising the community. The price was set at R7 500, which was 

Members of the Bayview Flat 
Residents Association. Left to right: 
Lallie, Sweetie Pillay, Brandon 
Pillay, XXXX, XXXX [authors to fill 
in].
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the subsidy provided by the government’s Discount Benefit Scheme 
(DBS) to help tenants acquire ownership of state-financed rental hous-
ing. Naidoo had to overcome several problems: the inadequacy of the 
subsidy, because most tenants’ arrears exceeded it; the divisions among 
tenants; and the poor physical condition of housing stock. Council 
agreed to refurbish the flats, ‘park off’ rental arrears (arrears would 
become payable only if the owner decided to sell the flat); write off 50 
per cent of the water debt; introduce prepaid electricity; and install flow 
meters to restrict free water to 200 litres per day for those who were in 
arrears.

The scheme was rolled out in many parts of Durban, includ-
ing Crossmoor in Chatsworth. It was easier to ‘sell’ the scheme in 
Crossmoor as flats there have four rooms (as opposed to one and two 
rooms in Bayview and Westcliff), they were in relatively better condition, 
and many residents were financially better off than their counterparts 
in Bayview and Westcliff. By June 2012, 236 of the 306 flats had been 
transferred in Crossmoor. Negotiations in Westcliff and Bayview were 
more protracted due to the poverty of the residents and differences of 
opinion amongst residents. One faction in Bayview, led by Oliver Ganas 
Govender of the Concerned Bayview Flat Dwellers Association agreed 
to the scheme, while Brandon and the BFRA held out for better condi-
tions. The Steering Committee for Westcliff and Bayview comprised, 
almost entirely, members of the WFRA and BFRA.

Oliver and Brandon have always been on opposite sides of the politi-
cal divide. Like Brandon, Oliver was born in 1969 in a flat in Bayview – 
Flat 76, Road 238 – and has lived there his entire life. He attended Depot 
Road and Crossmoor High. After matriculating, he got a job in the shoe 
industry and was active in the union as a shop steward. He eventually 
became branch organiser of the National Union of Leatherworkers. 
Oliver formed the Concerned Bayview Flat Dwellers Association in 
the 1990s. At the time he felt that the BRA was too closely aligned to 
the ANC and was losing sight of ‘bread-and-butter’ issues ‘regarding 
high rentals, non-service delivery, senior citizens battling to live in small 
accommodation. Fifteen people living in a one room and kitchen flat. 
We felt somewhere down the line the BRA lost vision of the struggle.’ 
Oliver bought into the municipality’s offer of home ownership because 
most residents ‘lived in property that they could not call home, owner-
ship was something they wanted. Our old people were passing away 
without ever owning their home.’ He also agreed to the prepaid card 
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system for electricity so that residents who fell behind with payment did 
not have ‘an extra burden’ of the reconnection fee.

Oliver left the union and entered the taxi industry around 1998. He 
entered formal politics as a candidate for the ANC in the 2006 local 
government elections, where he came a close second to Councillor 
T. Palan of the Minority Front (MF). Amichand Rajbansi persuaded 
Oliver to stand for the MF in the 2011 local government elections. 
This time he was defeated by the ANC candidate, his long-time civic 
rival, Brandon Pillay. Oliver believes that the eThekwini municipality’s 
demarcation of the ward to include parts of Lamontville, an African 
township and ANC stronghold, was responsible for his defeat. He 
remains a full-time MF Party Representative Councillor in the eThek-
wini Municipality.

Brandon’s life took an important turn in 2005 when he was appointed 
coordinator for Community-based Programs with the Ethekwini 
Municipality. He was involved in providing resources to start self-help 
projects aimed at poverty alleviation, such as poultry farming, garden-
ing, sewing and vegetable gardens. Brandon notes that ‘poverty is real, 

The BFRA regularly organises 
activities in the local community. 
In this photo, then Deputy Mayor 
Logie Naidoo (back, left) and 
businessman Vivienne Reddy 
(back, right) are distributing food 
hampers during a Diwali festival. 
On Logie Naidoo’s right is XXX 
Pillay [authors to fill in.
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unemployment is a thing that has not been eradicated. I’ve realised that 
it’s not just a Bayview/Westcliff thing, that poverty’s everywhere.’ This 
widened his horizons and facilitated his entry into politics.

Refurbishment
One of the demands of residents was that flats be refurbished before 
they would take ownership. In July 2004, Council accepted a report 
that the roughly 2 000 flats in Westcliff, Bayview and Crossmoor had 
‘deteriorated to a point where they were not conducive to human habi-
tation’. Planned rehabilitation work included structural repairs, water-
proofing, plumbing and drainage, repairs to windows, replacement of 
doors, replacement of roof coverings, installation of prepaid electrical 
systems, and redecoration of the exterior (Mchunu 2004). Elected steer-
ing committees were formed in each area and these met weekly with 
Council officials and external contractors to discuss technical issues 
around the upgrade. Ten local women in Bayview and Westcliff found 
unskilled work during the upgrade. In addition, Community Liaison 
Officers (CLOs) were appointed in each area to oversee refurbishment.

Several important changes were effected during this period. This 
included an end to the system of consolidated billing (water, electric-
ity and rent on a single bill) and the introduction of prepaid electric-
ity, about which most residents expressed regret during interviews. 
Residents are divided over flat ownership. Those who are reluctant to 
accept ownership fear that if they fall into arrears in the future they 
could be ejected as the matter would be a civil one between them and 
the body corporate, with Council not required to provide alternative 
accommodation. Others point out that the flats are very small and 
there is no room for extension. For example, Dolly Pillay stated that 
six people were living in her Bayview flat which had one room and a 
kitchen. Council policy means that she will never be provided with a 
larger house once she accepts ownership. A third concern is that despite 
refurbishment, flats remain in poor condition and residents will not be 
able to afford repairs in the future. Pastor Roy of the Bethlehem Revival 
Centre, who lives in a flat in Bayview, maintained:

I don’t think [ownership’s] a good thing because the people here are 
unemployed, poverty-stricken, they depend on whatever little they can 
get to put the little bit of power in their light system, and maintaining 
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a broken pipe, a leaking roof or a clogged gutter, I don’t think they’ll 
be able to afford it. Personally, I would not advise ownership because it 
seems like the government has really left us out, we are a forgotten people 
here except for people like Brandon and the church and the other reli-
gious leaders, it is people like these that are keeping this community alive, 
giving us a glimmer of hope.

Residents are also disappointed with the quality of the refurbishment 
work. Devan Pillay felt that it ‘has really caused mess-ups … People are 
saying those houses have become worse than before. Whenever they see 
me at Bangladesh, people complain, come to our house and you’ll see 
the water seeping, we never had this before.’

Oliver, too, seems to have changed his mind, describing the upgrade as

the worst disaster. We welcomed the initiative as a community. But it is 
the worst disaster. Flat 76, Road 238 – my house, come take a photo and 
see for yourself. There are many faults – and there are many other flats 
like that. The wall is not painted, door number has not been completed, 
the roof is still leaking, there are no door latches. Now the struggle is 
back to square one. Some are saying that the flats were better before the 
upgrade. Now the municipality is talking about ownership, the commu-
nity is saying we can’t take ownership. If there is a problem, the body 
corporate will have to maintain it – how? The upgrade was to improve 
the flats so that there would be no burden for the community for ten to 
twenty years. But this has not happened, so how and why should we take 
ownership? Unfortunately, municipality will have another tug of war with 
residents because it wants to force us into something the people don’t 
want.

Another bane of contention, according to Oliver, was that the munici-
pality wanted to ‘park off’ arrears. This meant that the debt, which ran 
up to R60 000 for some people, would always appear on the title deeds 
and be ‘passed on from generation to generation, as long you live there. 
The municipality has written off millions elsewhere, so why not here?’

Amidst allegations of corruption there have been several investiga-
tions into the municipality’s housing tender programme. In March 
2011, Ngubane and Company reported that tenders for refurbish-
ment in Westcliff, Crossmoor and Bayview dating back to 2008 flouted 
proper supply-chain management procedures and recommended that 
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disciplinary and criminal charges be brought against high-ranking offi-
cials (Tolsi 2011). The Manase report of February 2012 also accused 
senior eThekwini officials of being guilty of tender fraud, corruption 
and financial mismanagement. The municipality has refused to release 
the full contents of this report (Enoch 2012). Whatever tenants may 
feel about ownership, the matter may soon be out of their hands. 
According to one source in the housing department, transfer deeds are 
being prepared and tenants will be given an ultimatum as soon as the 
refurbishments have been completed: to take ownership of the flats, or 
be forcibly relocated to cheaper housing.

Conclusion
The post-apartheid period has witnessed a mushrooming of activity 
by civic organisations in South Africa. The BFRA allowed members to 
mobilise their individual grievances into a collective one and initially 
direct this against the local state in rental and payments arrears protests. 
The growth of such organisations is an affirmation of a growing sense 
of citizenship as members have developed a clear sense of the injus-
tices perpetrated by the state and of their rights as citizens (Kaplan 
1997). Involvement in civic organisations allowed members to develop a 
collective consciousness as a group experiencing structural oppression 
(Kaplan 1997: 123). But the lives of many people have not improved 
materially and state welfare remains important for their survival.

The post-apartheid trajectory of civic organisations has seen changes 
in the way they have related to the local state. For a while the BFRA and 
WFRA adopted a confrontational approach. The state found this diffi-
cult to deal with and often responded in a heavy-handed way that only 
increased the resolve of residents. But, slowly, both organisations were 
drawn into negotiations and became, in some respects, partners in the 
upgrading of the flats. While this gave them some legitimacy within 
the corridors of power, it also meant that compromises had to be made 
around cost-recovery mechanisms. This latter has proceeded unevenly. 
In Bayview, Brandon’s election as ANC councillor has meant that the 
BFRA is, inadvertently, a partner in implementing the policies of the 
city. In Westcliff there is still some distance as the WFRA refuses to 
countenance a quick move to take individual ownership.

The struggles fought from 1998 to 2003 have left a strong sense of 
people’s ability to organise and fight. When one walks around these 
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areas, one finds that people are keen to talk about the battles they 
fought and the marches they engaged in. But this resistance remains, in 
many senses, part of the history: now the leaders talk of engagement 
and upgrades. Most importantly, this process of engagement has meant 
that civics are largely caught up in the local issues, and any intention or 
desire to link up with other communities has been stymied.

One gets the sense, when walking through the flatlands and talking 
to residents, that the real solutions have yet to be found. There is an 
increasing reliance on grants, especially old age pensions, in order to 
make do. The young hang around listlessly, the jobs in nearby factories 
having long dried up as South Africa opened itself to foreign imports. 
Civics, unable to link up and exert pressure beyond their immediate 
surrounds, may be ill-equipped to deal with a problem that is growing 
every day.

The BFRA and WFRA have spent a lot of time and energy on 
upgrades. And one can see the results of this, as the new coats of paint 
light up the flats. Here and there they are starting to peel already, but 
in a South Africa of tenders, shoddy workmanship and falling RDP 
houses, this is perhaps par for the course. What is more challenging 
is that, despite the upgrades, there are deep structural constraints to 
getting a decent education, a bursary to study, or even finding a job.

As one young man said, in the glare of the upgrades: ‘I am down bru, 
I am down.’
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Chapter 14

Gender, Citizenship and Power
The Westcliff Flats Residents Association

Thembisa Waetjen and Goolam Vahed

The Westcliff Flat Residents Association (WFRA) was formed 
in 1998 by the residents of Westcliff, Chatsworth, to coordi-

nate struggles around housing, electricity and water as a result of 
the privatisation of basic resources in post-apartheid South Africa. 
This chapter examines some of the ways in which members have 
responded to the social and economic policies of the ANC govern-
ment in the past two decades, and how they have attempted to access 
power and resources. The focus is on the strategies that the group has 
employed to negotiate power with regard to the state and other social 
movements, and the outcomes of that engagement. More broadly, it 
assesses the impact of civil society organisations, the role played by 
women, who have dominated leadership of the WFRA, and the mean-
ings of gendered citizenship.

Many women and women’s movements were active in the fight 
against apartheid. Although the aims of women’s grassroots move-
ments included the ‘daily and intimate forms of oppression and 
exploitation that characterised women’s experiences’, feminist agendas 
were largely deferred to nationalist ones (Hassim 2003: 66; Hassim et al. 
1987). Analysis of women’s organisations, in post-1994 South Africa, 
underscores the limited gains for women in terms of gender equality 
and material benefits (Hassim 2006). Women in low-income house-
holds continue to struggle for household and physical security, and the 
organisation that is the focus of this chapter, the WFRA, demonstrates 
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how women facing similar problems are acting in concert to politicise 
them and to seek redress.

Economic instability in the ‘flatlands’ of Chatsworth
Members of the WFRA are residents of tiny two- and three-sto-
rey tenements that were built in Westcliff to accommodate the very 
poor during apartheid relocations. Many of the township dwellers 
had, from the 1960s, worked in the clothing and textile industries in 
nearby Jacobs and Mobeni, where they subsisted on meagre incomes. 
During the late apartheid period, local civic activism tended to focus 
on anti-apartheid struggles, often at the expense of ‘bread and 
butter’ issues confronting working-class people. Hardships result-
ing from the casualisation of labour – lower wages, longer working 
hours, and loss of social benefits – were compounded even further in 
the post-apartheid period by cuts in child support grants and social 
maintenance. For women especially, maintaining home and family 
became a daily struggle, accompanied by a sense of political disil-
lusionment. As Westcliff resident Dolly Pillay explained, ‘It’s hard 
if  you don’t work [but] even if  you work, by the time you see to 
your power, you see to your water, you see to your bread and milk, 
you don’t have no money. People like us don’t have a lot of money. 
Whatever we got, we use it for the house. We got no money for free-
dom. There is no freedom.’

Dolly Pillay’s story of changing economic prospects is shared by 
many. Until the age of ten, she had resided in a tin shack in Clairwood 
with her family. Her father worked for Natal Cotton and Wool Mills 
and her mother was a machinist at a local blanket factory. They moved 
into Westcliff when the very first flats were built in 1963. At fifteen, 
Dolly left school and, using her sister’s identity documents to conceal 
her under-age status, took up employment in a clothing company. Later, 
she worked in a shoe factory. Marriage did not bring financial stability 
because Dolly’s husband was chronically unemployed and died at the 
age of 48. Dolly raised her children almost single-handedly. When the 
shoe factory shut down in the mid-1990s, she survived by making plas-
tic flowers that she sold by going from door-to-door in Merebank, a 
nearby township which she regarded as more affluent than Chatsworth. 
Dolly and many others like her ‘had a hard time, like when we don’t 
have money to pay our lights, they used to come and cut our lights and 
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all that’. Their inability to pay for basic services brought the residents 
of Westcliff into conflict with the state.

The Westcliff Flat Residents Association (WFRA)
Shortly after the 1998 local government elections, the Durban/eThek-
wini Council responded to the non-payment of rentals and water and 
electricity charges by serving eviction notices on those in arrears. Angry 
and desperate flat residents responded by organising themselves into civic 
associations. In Westcliff, community members established the WFRA to 
channel collective resistance against evictions, rent increases and cuts in 
water and electricity. On 4 July 1998, disgruntled tenants from Westcliff, 
Bayview and Crossmoor marched to the local municipal offices in Arena 
Park. According to Orlean Naidoo, it was one of ‘the first times anybody 
in South Africa started marching against Council evictions. We put [on] 
a big show that day, a very successful show.’ This was followed by a mass 
march to the Durban City Hall in August (Post Natal, 12 August 1998). 
The marches signalled the beginning of civic actions that would continue 
both to engage in struggles of livelihood for poor residents and to nurture 
the growth of women’s leadership and community empowerment.

Orlean Naidoo and her husband Pinky were key in the formation of 
the WFRA. Like Dolly Pillay, Orlean originally hailed from Clairwood 
and, as a child, had moved to Chatsworth in the early 1960s. Unlike 
Dolly, who grew up in the flats, Orlean’s family was sufficiently well-
to-do to take up occupation of an ‘ownership home’. Although a bright 
student, she dropped out of school in her matric year to marry Pinky. 
Struggling on Pinky’s meagre wages was a humbling experience for 
Orlean and opened her eyes to economic and political linkages:

Let me just say I never ever understood politics. I was never involved 
because we were brought up in a conservative home. We didn’t care about 
what happened outside because my father had a house, car and we had 
a business going. We didn’t even worry about the neighbours. When 
I married my husband I understood what it is to be poor. I started to 
understand a different kind of life altogether.

In 1989, with their youngest child enrolled at school, Orlean was 
employed at the Beacon Sweets factory, working for the company for 
fourteen years until she suffered a spinal injury. At Beacon she believes 

The poverty in places like Westcliff 
means that the threat of eviction is 
ever present.
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she was marked out as an ‘instigator’ of worker resistance by manage-
ment because ‘I used to stand up for the workers’. She was elected as 
a union representative by the majority African workforce, a telling 
accomplishment in a climate often characterised by racial suspicion.

Orlean and Pinky moved into a flat in Westcliff in 1996 and there 
became acquainted with the nature of poverty in a more immediate way. 
A neighbour, Vassie, survived on handouts, her husband ‘disappearing’ 
for long periods and leaving her without means. Facing eviction, Vassie 
‘took an overdose and almost died’. Shaken, Orlean decided that ‘some-
thing needs to be done because there are more and more women in the 
community like that’. Together with other women in the neighbour-
hood, she organised a divorce for Vassie and transferred the flat into her 
name. But Vassie was soon in debt again. According to Orlean,

the cycle was ongoing. We found that everybody who had a problem was 
really having difficulty coming out of it. This happened in about 1997/98. 
Then the government decided to chop the child maintenance grant to 
parents in single-headed households. It was about R300 per child. So if 
a household was getting R900 a month that was chopped by one third. 
The same month they decided to increase rental tariffs by 10 per cent so 
that made it even more difficult. We started to understand the commu-
nity, that there were more female-headed households than male-headed 
households. That was when we thought it is really a problem and we need 
to start organising in the community for better living conditions and 
affordable services to the poor.

In responding to these conditions, the capacities of both the WFRA and 
Orlean’s leadership were nurtured through an alliance with another 
civic organisation, the Concerned Citizens Group (CCG), formed by 
Sociology professor and ANC activist Fatima Meer shortly before the 
national elections of June 1999 to build up dwindling support amongst 
Indians for the ANC. Meer’s media-drawing presence was a boost for 
the WFRA and other civic associations in the area, as one interviewee 
observed:

[She] was a powerful articulator of the peoples’ interest that would not 
narrowly be seen as parochial or even racist because this was a mainly 
Indian community. Because of her legitimacy in the liberation movement, 
she could articulate those struggles on a broader platform and give it 

Fatima Meer was an inspirational 
figure to many women in 
Chatsworth.
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legitimacy. [She] brought her own political experiences to play by telling 
people how they needed to organise across racial grounds, and [giving] 
them access to the media; the media became interested in the story 
precisely because Fatima Meer was interested in it (Ramjetten 2008: 105).

Meer was an inspirational figure for Orlean:

She really empowered me, you know. I never understood how powerful 
a woman could be [until] Fatima Meer’s coming here. She was never 
scared to tell people how it was. I was going with them to meetings and 
understanding how forceful you can be using your rights. Women need 
to understand their rights and think ‘this is your right’, and stand up and 
defend it. I learnt that women have a very, very critical role to play.

The support of the CCG would prove important when Council began 
using strong-arm tactics to carry out evictions and service cut-offs. It 
possessed the capacity and means to call on the services of lawyers to 
mount legal challenges to state policy, attract media attention, and 
provide tactical advice.

The first evictions
Savatri Chetty and Vanessa Pillay were amongst those residents of 
Chatsworth who received eviction notices in 1998. Both had moved into 
Chatsworth as young children and had lived there virtually their whole 
lives. Savatri was born at the Magazine Barracks in 1960 and moved to 
Westcliff with her family when she was four. In 1977, she left school in 
Grade Eleven, married shortly thereafter, and had two children. She 
lost her husband in 1984, remarried in 1987 and had two more children. 
Her second husband, who was chronically unemployed, died in 2006. 
Working in the formal sector since the age of seventeen, Savatri held 
low-paying jobs in the clothing industry until she was retrenched in the 
mid-1990s. She has since held a series of short-term casual jobs, which 
she supplemented through additional informal labour, including ‘wash-
ing, clean people’s house to just earn that few rands to support my 
kids’. Perpetual struggle on the margins of poverty made Savatri espe-
cially vulnerable to the situation she suddenly faced on 15 September 
1998: ‘That morning the caretaker came and told me I’m going to be 
evicted. I was so shocked, I didn’t know what to do. I was owing quite a 
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bit because I was not working … The only option I had was to go and 
see Pinky. I told him, “Pinky, you know what? I’m going to be evicted.” 
He told me not to worry.’ Pinky and Orlean quickly organised a plan. 
Savatri followed their advice and witnessed the confrontation that 
unfolded between residents and officials:

So I put two locks on my gate and my daughter-in-law’s mother came. 
She also put another lock and she left. I was out of the building. When 
this court messenger and his team were there to evict me, they want to 
know where the person from the house is. The people said, ‘she’s not 
here, she went to town. She’s a single parent, she can’t make it.’ I was 
watching from the other side. They brought the dogs and they wanted to 
teargas. That’s the time Pinky, Orlean and the whole family surrounded 
my house. Pinky’s big son said to them that it will never happen. They 
tried to get in but they couldn’t make it because he told [them] he will set 
alight the flat … they put tyres and all. They were teargassing. It was very 
bad, it was very serious. All were there – they surrounded the flat. The 

Rising Sun and the newspapers were there to find out what was going on. 
I had to get a court interdict. Orlean had to help me. She took me to the 
lawyer’s office, got the interdict and it was stayed for the day, so the next 
day again we had to go and sort this problem out. So I was not evicted. 
And from then on, there was no such thing as eviction.

Vanessa Pillay could describe a similar experience of community 
support as she faced eviction, and it has given her enormous faith 
in community processes of civic organisation. Born in Clairwood, 
Vanessa moved to Arena Park, Chatsworth when she was three. Her 
mother was a machinist at a clothing factory and her father worked 
as a truck driver. In the late 1980s, Vanessa was compelled to drop out 
of school in her matric year when her father lost his job. She met her 
husband, Jason, at the shoe factory where they both worked. She stayed 
at home after the birth of their daughter in 1989 but they found it diffi-
cult to get by when Jason became a casualty of the collapsing footwear 
industry. Vanessa, too, was unable to find permanent work and took on 
a series of casual jobs. The family moved to Westcliff in August 1999 
to live with her uncle, who was in rental arrears. Vanessa visited the 
Rent Office and arranged to pay off the arrears ‘slowly but surely and 
everything’. However, on the morning of 9 February 2000, Vanessa

Husband and wife team Orlean 
and Pinky Naidoo have taken 
up many issues on behalf of the 
Westcliff community, despite 
facing many hardships themselves. 
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came out of the bath, and then the next minute my husband and them 
saying, come see outside, there’s so much of blackjacks [police vans] 
with guns and everything coming up to the house. We didn’t know what 
to do. Now people were telling us, lock the door, stay inside, and don’t 
open it. We got so scared. They came with the sheriff of the court. They 
said they want to take out our things. By then, when you look out of the 
window there’s a whole lot of people that’s standing there and they’re 
making a noise with this guards. I’m getting scared. What to do? How 
do I react? I’m phoning person to person. Then I saw Pinky [who] said, 
‘your’ll just stay there, nobody’s going to move your’ll’. I tell you, Pinky 
rallied with everybody in this community, and they stood and fought 
the security guards. They threw teargas, they teared us, my neighbour 
was sjambokked, he had marks because he refused to move away from 
the door and there was so much of chaos happening. With all that, they 
still broke our gate, they broke our door, they came into the house, they 
removed us out of the house – physically removed us out of the house, 
they removed everything out of the house. By then, Professor Fatima 
Meer came, the newspapers, the SAPS, and she made everybody sit on the 
road. I didn’t know Professor Meer because I’m new in the community. 
She had just come out of hospital at that time. And, with all that, she 
was there. Professor Meer said we will not stand for this barbaric ways, 
what the Council is doing to us. And by the end of that day, my eviction 
was stayed. We were taken back and put into the house. The community 
helped us to take our things and put it back into the house and, you know, 
to this very day I’ve never left. I’ve seen with my own eyes the difference 
the organisation makes within this community.

The City Council announced that it would ‘stand firm’ on its policy 
of evicting ‘illegal tenants and rent defaulters’ and would not tolerate 
‘lawlessness and anarchy’. It refused to have anything to do with the 
CCG. Evictions for rental default were accompanied by water cut-offs. 
It seemed clear to residents that ‘the heroes of the liberation struggle 
were simply debt collectors now, not representatives of the people’ 
(Desai 2000: 47). With assistance from the CCG, the residents applied 
for an interdict to prevent the Council from carrying out evictions. 
By the end of 2001, Council was forced to declare a moratorium on 
its evictions policy because of the Grootboom Constitutional Court 
ruling, which required it to provide alternative housing to those evicted 
(Desai 2000: 56).

 Savatri Pillay (top) and Jennifer 
Chetty were amongst the first to 
face the threat of eviction. With the 
help of community members, they 
were able to resist eviction and 
direct their energies into a local 
civic organisation.
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Council also made a concerted effort to recoup water and electricity 
arrears. After the 1999 national elections, the ANC-controlled Council 
intensified its cost-recovery measures. While public sector water service 
delivery has been commercialised in South Africa, access to water 
is regulated by local authorities through the Durban Metro Water 
Services. Council employed measures such as the use of private security 
personnel and technical devices like tamper-proof electricity boxes and 
water-flow restrictors to curb illegal service consumption. Christina 
Manqele of Westcliff was among the first to experience the harsh conse-
quences of this new policy when she was charged for illegally recon-
necting her water. In a test case for water disconnections countrywide, 
Judge Vivienne Niles-Duner, in passing judgment on 1  March 2001, 
upheld Council’s right to disconnect water (Desai 2000: 55).

Global links and local tactics
The residents of Westcliff transcended their local base by linking their 
struggles with other civic organisations, locally and nationally. The 
WFRA joined the Concerned Citizens Forum, which brought together 
community organisations from various parts of Durban, and this in 
turn was an affiliate of the Social Movements Indaba (SMI). Shortly 
after they took their problems to court, residents in other townships, 
including Hammarsdale, Umkomaas, Phoenix and Wentworth, who 
were facing similar problems, joined with activists from Chatsworth. 
On Saturday mornings during 2001 and 2002, they met with univer-
sity academics, community activists and students at the then Natal 
Technikon and University of Natal to discuss common strategies 
(Dwyer 2004: 11).

There were marches to the offices of the City Council, extensive 
media coverage, and participation in international events such as the 
2001 World Conference Against Racism in Durban and the Jubilee 2000 
Coalition (formed to effect a write-off of poor nations’ debts). The 
presence of international organisations and activists in South Africa 
allowed locals to link their struggles to broader issues. The WFRA 
hosted an Untouchables group from Calcutta in 2001. International 
writers such as Naomi Klein and Arundhati Roy visited Hammarsdale 
and Chatsworth respectively. Orlean Naidoo formed links with the 
Centre for Civil Society at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. In 2008 
she attended the World Social Forum in Nairobi, which provided an 
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opportunity for transnational exchanges with activists from all over 
Africa. The WFRA has become the subject of academic studies and 
documentaries (Desai 2000; Ramjettan 2008; Naidoo 2010; Singer 
2010; and Mottiar et al. 2011). It was also the subject of a photographic 
project titled ‘See Our Voices’, exhibited in 2008 at the Centre for Civil 
Society, with images taken by twelve women from Westcliff around 
issues such as prepaid electricity, water damage, and the lack of ameni-
ties. The exhibition included the women’s composite demand:

With no jobs, with no work, we will never be able to improve our lot. The 
City wants to charge us for basic services and to pay arrears accumulated 
through unscrupulous service delivery policy. The City is trying to profit 
off the poors … ‘See Our Voices’ demands that you recognize us, that you 
hear the voices and see the images of real women living in a real place. We 
are not a revenue source for the City. We need programs that work, and 
we need them now.

Despite accusations that these projects reflect the political entrepre-
neurship of academics and opportunistic political strategists, and 
although the CCF has petered out as an organisation, the experience 
was important for raising the confidence of Westcliff women to work 
cooperatively to change social and economic conditions.

The Westcliff organisational approach to housing and service deliv-
ery has changed over the past decade. As Orlean recounts, ‘protests, 
resistance, defiance … changed to more engagement with the munic-
ipality.’ The appointment of Derek Naidoo as Deputy City Manager 
in 2003 initialised negotiations to transfer flat ownership to tenants 
(see Chapter 13) and resulted in the upgrading of flats. A change was 
effected to the system of consolidated billing (where water, electricity 
and rent appeared on a single bill) to allow residents to pay for each 
expense separately. More controversial, was the introduction of prepaid 
electricity. Although the WFRA agreed to this change, there were mixed 
feelings among community members. Orlean explains:

The one thing that I really wouldn’t have done was accept the prepaid 
electricity. We’d rather tamper with meters for the rest of our lives if they 
can’t make electricity affordable. I definitely know that people can’t afford 
it. Even the pensioners are finding it difficult to buy electricity. People are 
actually cutting down on their food to purchase electricity and water.
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The poorest residents are compelled to survive on very limited water 
and electricity. Meanwhile, the transfer of flat ownership remains an 
unresolved and divisive issue among community members.

Household, place and identity
The WFRA continues to meet monthly with between 50 and 100 
members in attendance. While starting out as a group of individu-
als reacting spontaneously to immediate problems, it has put in place 
a formal structure comprising a chair, vice chair, treasurer and ten 
committee members. Of thirteen officials, there were just three male 
office bearers in 2011, and a demographic mix of members. While close 
to 90 per cent of members are women, Orlean described the WFRA 
as a ‘community organisation’ rather than a ‘women’s organisation’. 
Yet gender issues cannot easily be disentangled from the ‘bread and 
butter’ economic issues that preoccupy many members, as the domes-
tic production of life and livelihood has traditionally been allotted to 
women – a reality that is profoundly evident in the rise of single parent 
and female-headed households. Orlean estimated that at least 50 per 
cent of households in the area are female-headed, with little support. 
Family and household economies have become, in some cases, compli-
cated by changing social conditions and expanding problems of unem-
ployment, criminality and addiction. Challenges facing men are deeply 
entangled with gendered pressures and expectations, and gendered loss 
and disempowerment. Orlean feels that issues of household and poverty 
are deeply related to these gender issues: ‘There is a huge problem with 
men. They are in a different world altogether, busy drugging, taking 
alcohol, not supporting the family, shirking responsibility. Women have 
to make it themselves.’

The women of Westcliff ‘make it themselves’ against difficult odds. 
During the past decade many have held a series of low-paying casual 
jobs, such as working for an NGO cleaning up the Durban beachfront; 
washing clothes in private homes; gaining casual employment on the 
Telkom Energy Saver Project in 2007; and a small number have worked 
on the upgrade of the flats. Desperate for something more stable, they 
started their own ‘factory’ in August 2010 on premises rented at a 
local school. According to Orlean, during WFRA monthly meetings, 
members emphasised that most of them had skills from ‘the clothing 
and textile industry. It’s rich in this community because people have the 
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background of working in the clothing industry.’ A proposal submitted 
to the Divine Life Society Africa was successful and they were provided 
with machinery. Approximately 30 to 40 women work in the ‘factory’ 
with profits shared between them. Notwithstanding these efforts, 
members have experienced little material improvement in their lives 
over the past decade.

Space and place have been important in the development of the 
WFRA. Working towards common goals and engaging in joint action 
has produced a feeling of collectivity and belonging. In the formative 
years, meetings were held in Orlean and Pinky’s flat. But as member-
ship increased, the local primary school came to be used. Ron Singer, a 
teacher from New York City, attended one such meeting in June 2010.

Chairing this gathering of some forty people, mostly women, Orlean 
responded to every one of the numerous complaints according to its 
urgency, its nature, and even the credibility of the complainant. An 
amanuensis (lieutenant) recorded names, flat numbers, the nature of each 
complaint, and a plan of action. These plans ranged from a visit from 
Orlean and Pinky the next day to check the electricity meter and to give 
advice about when and how much new service to buy; to a phone call to 
the local Council to check the current status of a previous complaint, or 
to make a new one; and to a long-range commitment for a mass protest at 
a culprit’s headquarters (ESKOM, the electricity company) or office (the 
local Council) (Singer 2010).

T.H. Ramjettan, who attended several meetings, wrote that ‘the mood is 
more jubilant and discussions more lively, as the daily grind of respond-
ing to individual letters and notices written by the Council, formulating 
complaints on one’s living conditions, and attending meetings, give way 
to an appreciation of some shared condition and common purpose’ 
(Ramjettan 2008: 92).

The changing identity of WFRA emerged during interviews. While 
it started out as part of a broader Chatsworth coalition, its involve-
ment is now largely focused on meeting the needs of the local Westcliff 
community. Activities contributing towards a feeling of communal soli-
darity include Diwali and Christmas celebrations that bring the people 
of Westcliff together in a collective spirit of resistance and celebra-
tion. These parties attract almost 2 000 members from all local reli-
gious, linguistic and racial groups. The organisation also assists with 
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burials, as one resident told Ramjettan: ‘We work on a day to day basis 
within the community. We come together in just a message being passed 
around. Believe me if something ever happens in the community, the 
organisation is on board. Even if someone dies and there’s no money to 
bury, the organisation helps out’ (Ramjettan 2008: 93). Another regular 
feature is the monthly Sunday afternoon lunch for older members of 
the community. According to Dolly Pillay:

Old ladies that live around don’t get to get along with anybody, can’t 
afford a decent meal, so Orlean and Pinky will invite them. They buy, 
cook and give them everything from minerals [soft drink] to whatever, 
you name it. If it’s their birthday, they celebrate. They don’t only say, if 
you’re a committee member. It’s for everyone. If they buy a gift, every-
body have the same thing.

Both place (geographic locality) and non-place (common interests 
based on class and gender) factors have forged a ‘Westcliff identity’. 
This became clear when the women explained what the WFRA meant 
to them. According to Savatri Chetty, ‘I got no family but I only got 
Pinky and Orlean as my backbone. Because family … they don’t care, 
as long as they know you’re [down and] out, they don’t care. I’m living 
here for the past 25 years but I don’t get visitors.’

Conclusion
Reflecting on the WFRA’s work today, it is difficult to assess its efficacy in 
the face of the many factors, internal and external to Westcliff itself, that 
work against sustainable social transformation. The importance of the 
organisation is the vital role it plays in the lives of women in the commu-
nity, by providing information, representation, emotional succour, advice, 
work and financial support. Yet, there are questions that arise from this 
study. Does the WFRA offer a model for other impoverished communi-
ties, and for women, in South Africa in the battle for housing and service 
delivery? Has its focus and targets of support become parochial over the 
years, or is its local grounding in neighbourhoods a strength? Is the class 
identification of being ‘the poors’ – that impressive claim of trans-ethnic 
solidarity celebrated by Desai (2000) more than a decade ago – still one 
that empowers the WFRA? Or has it become too ephemeral a strategy in 
a nation in which inequality has increased?
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One of the ways to exercise civic power is through the formal politi-
cal process. However, Orlean observed that people ‘never go to the polls. 
The unemployment rate is what disgruntles them so much and they think 
there’s no hope, why should we even vote?’ This view was echoed by Dolly 
who ‘decided I will not vote again’. Orlean herself has no intention of 
entering the formal political process, even though many in the commu-
nity have urged her to do so. While this commitment to the grassroots 
level may be principled and continues to have important impact, it means 
that Orlean’s passion and politics is isolated from formal decision-mak-
ing by a cynicism that the community may well not be able to afford. 
While women are getting on with the tasks of survival, in the shadow of 
what is evidently a profound lack of faith in political representatives, offi-
cials and, frequently, in husbands and other male breadwinners, can there 
be more space made for wider-ranging alliances and more formal arenas 
where their voices can again have greater resonance?
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A protest rally. 
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Chapter 15

Forced Integration?
A Chatsworth Shack Settlement

Shannon Walsh

In June 2006, a rare thing had happened in Chatsworth. African and 
Indian families, together, invaded a piece of open land in Crossmoor. 

While shack settlements dot the outlying areas of Chatsworth, this was 
the first time that Indians and Africans had attempted to live and strug-
gle for shelter together. Certainly, this is not the dream of the rainbow 
nation that was fought for, when economic hardship is the factor that 
forces people out of their traditional racially isolated bubbles. What are 
the possibilities of genuine interracial communities in the ‘new’ South 
Africa? More and more, economic hardships are forcing people to live 
together who have not previously done so. Crossmoor is one example 
of how people are beginning to join together, out of necessity, if not 
desire.

In Crossmoor, the first wave of nearly 300 people occupied a piece 
of vacant land running along Cashew Drive in Moorton, Chatsworth. 
Many of the Indian people came from surrounding council flats and 
had lost their homes, or were living in overcrowded conditions. Some 
had been living on the streets, or had been imposing on extended family 
for too long and were looking for other solutions. Abdul Sayed said he 
had lived in a house close to the settlement with his wife and four sons. 
‘There were sixteen people in that house. I can’t live like that all my life. 
I have to get a house,’ he said (Goldstone 2006).

Of the Africans who first came to Crossmoor, many had been evicted 
from the nearby Bottlebrush settlement. Bottlebrush, comprising 
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mainly Zulus and African migrants, had been in existence for more 
than twenty years and is home to nearly a thousand people. The settle-
ment was first established by those seeking refuge in the 1980s from 
political violence between the ANC and IFP. The land’s proximity to 
public transport and railway lines made it convenient for those who had 
to travel long distances to work. It is a derelict place, and even though 
the municipality recently built 964 new houses in situ, shacks made of 
plank and wood are squeezed against each other, with up to thirteen in 
a yard.

The practice of renting out shacks (shack-farming) by ‘shack-lords’ 
is common in Durban’s settlements and had long been the situation in 
Bottlebrush. Original builders, hoping to keep their place in line for 
RDP houses or in situ upgrades, rent their shacks in order to get some 
income. Many of the shack-lords have built another shack or found 
housing options elsewhere. When news of municipal upgrades circu-
lated in Bottlebrush, renters were forced out, often with nowhere else 
to go. Some, like Nosipho Grace Shibe, could not keep up the monthly 
shack rental payments. Nosipho explained that she was compelled to 
move to Crossmoor because she had been staying with her family in 
shack number 456 in the Bottlebrush informal settlement, but ‘this 
place was very dirty and became very dangerous’. She was asked to 
leave the shack because the person to whom the shack belonged desired 
to bring one of their family members to live there.

Nosipho is a domestic worker, making R360 per month and caring for 
her brother who has tuberculosis. Amongst the residents in Crossmoor 
settlement there are a disproportionate number of people living with 
disabilities. The cycle of poor health is exacerbated by difficult and 
overcrowded living conditions and the close proximity of people living 
with HIV and TB. Because of these overlapping and intersecting situ-
ations, illness becomes even more ghettoized within the shack settle-
ments. Nosipho was 31 years old when she came to Crossmoor in 
August 2006. She didn’t stay there alone:

I live in the shack with my mother Esther who is 57 years of age, my 
daughter Angel who is 11 years of age, my brother Sandile who is 27 
years of age, my sister Happiness who is 17 years of age, and my brother 
Siyabonga, who is 21 years of age. This shack is our home and only 
source of shelter.
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Falakhe ‘Fundise’ Mhlongo came to Crossmoor for similar reasons to 
Nosipho. He explains:

I was living in a shack in Bottlebrush settlement. There, I was living for 
fifteen years, paying rent of R250 a month. The tractor came and broke 
those shacks. They said they are going to put pipes and they are gonna 
put houses for those people which we were renting from. That’s why we 
said we must see which way we can go.

Renters like Nosipho and Fundise who were cast out of Bottlebrush set 
their sights on the vacant piece of land across the street, which sloped 
into a valley, surrounded on each side by houses and council flats. 
Fundise recounts:

We started putting shacks up [in the valley in Crossmoor] and [the munic-
ipality] started breaking them. It was very hard … Because the nails to 
build those shacks, it’s money, to get the planks, all these little things you 
have to buy them. The little money we had that we are suppose to buy 

 Fundise (standing) at the local 
spaza shop [authors please 
confirm Fundise is standing]. 
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food with, we wasn’t buying food, we were buying planks and plastic just 
to cover ourselves.

Fundise’s strong spirit and outspoken nature quickly made him a 
community leader on this new piece of land. The job of fighting on 
behalf of the others in the settlement quickly became a full-time job 
after he was forced out of his informal work as a vegetable trader in 
Clairwood market. For him, the road has already been long. He is clear 
about what they are up against:

You see I was staying [in Bottlebrush settlement] for fifteen years. There 
was no one that was coming from the government saying, ‘where are you 
staying, what is your surname, what is your name, why are you here?’ No 
one was coming … These kinds of struggles come from there.

pages 202–204: Crossmoor families 
in anguish as their shacks are once 
again destroyed.

Chatsworth.indb   202 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



F O R C E D  I N T E G R AT I O N ? 2 0 3

For months Durban’s Land Invasion Control Unit destroyed any struc-
tures that were erected, forcing people to sleep in the bush and open air. 
Even in the heavy rains the workers ripped down umbrellas and plastic 
shelters erected on tree branches to protect older women and children 
left out in the open. A young woman was raped when the shack she 
tried to build was broken down and she was forced to sleep in the open 
bush. Carvin Goldstone reported in The Mercury: ‘It began to driz-
zle and one of the nightwatchmen asked me to accompany him on his 
rounds. We found two women sleeping in the open with their babies 
strapped to their backs’ (Goldstone 2006).

Nozipho explained that the evictions were ongoing. In the affida-
vit filed by the Legal Resources team on her behalf, the following was 
reported:

I was served with an eviction notice in terms of the Prevention of Illegal 
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Evictions and Unlawful Occupation of Land Act 19 of 1998. Subsequent 
to that, the South African Police Service (SAPS) and members of the Land 
Invasion Control Unit have attempted on numerous occasions to forci-
bly remove my family from the property by demolishing our shack, but 
we have nowhere else to go and have therefore had no alternative but to 
rebuild our demolished shacks and continue living on the property until 
such a time as suitable alternative accommodation becomes available … 
[it is] the only form of shelter my family and I have against the elements 
(Shibe 2006).

Compounding the stress of homelessness, or imminent homelessness, 
there was no water or toilets accessible on the site. People managed 
any way they could, using water from a local tuck shop or sympathetic 
neighbours, and attempting to find some dignity in the surrounding 
bushes. Fundise expressed the frustration that everyone was feeling: ‘If 
they want to kill us they must kill us right here. We are prepared to die. 
Because we are also dying in the heat, we got no toilets, no water … We 
are also dying. So if they want to kill us they must kill us here.’

By October 2006, the residents of Crossmoor, who had now been 
there for three months, brought an interdict against the city through the 
Legal Resources Centre (LRC), signed by Indian and African residents. 
As land invasion turned to negotiation, the Crossmoor Community 
Development Trust was established which, along with the LRC, repre-
sented the 377 people who had initially come to the land. Finally, after 
much negotiation, they won an interim judgment in the Durban High 
Court that prohibited the eThekwini Municipality from demolishing 
the last thirteen shacks that remained on the land. While this afforded 
some respite, people were still prohibited from building any new shacks, 
a situation which quickly led to tensions as the valley swelled with 
people seeking shelter who had nowhere to go. The remaining thirteen 
shacks were already filled to capacity, housing multiple families.

As the court case wore on, a rift grew in Crossmoor over how to 
proceed – whether through court cases and legal action or further agita-
tion and militant action. At a community meeting in the open field, 
Fundise spoke to the group: ‘We know what we are doing. We know 
what we want. We didn’t need nobody standing in front of us saying “I 
will do it for you” because no one did anything for us. We are not here 
to get food. We are not here to get anything. What we are here for is a 
house! So we need a house!’
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One group of people decided to defy the court order and, under 
cover of darkness, attempted to construct homes for themselves. That 
night in the pitch dark, construction began. By morning, the houses 
were built.

When I arrived, very early, at the settlement in Crossmoor that morn-
ing, the sounds of the hammers from the night before were still resound-
ing. People were tired but looking content with their labour. Many of 
the single women were still building shacks up the side of the hill, with 
their children strapped to their backs. But, slowly, homes were getting 
built. Fundise’s shack, one of the first to go up, was solid. We met on 
the path leading from the bottom of the settlement. I followed him up 
the slope to the new shack he had built for himself. We were quiet, 
though he seemed excited, nervous but happy to see all the progress 
they had made. His voice was hoarse as he said, ‘I worked all night’. 
He leaned against the side of the little shack, which barely had room 
for the two of us. There was a makeshift bed already set up, and a little 
window installed.

In a matter of hours, armed police and city protection services had 
smashed all the structures to pieces. Police shot rubber bullets directly 
at people trying to protect their homes. One man got hit directly in 

Fatima Meer visits the settlement 
after the shacks were destroyed 
in 2007.
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the chest with a rubber bullet and blood streamed through his shirt. 
When the police had left, the field was strewn with boards, sheets of 
tin and plastic – all that remained of the homes that had been built the 
night before. That night at least a hundred people slept in the open and 
huddled around fires. Local activists erected a temporary marquee for 
shelter from the elements, but in the cold conditions of the winter, it 
was far from adequate.

Night after night, police-smashing after police-smashing, the 
community persisted in building and rebuilding their shacks. The city 
had paid for two private security guards to keep 24-hour watch over the 
land to prevent anyone from trying their luck at building a new shack 
on the municipal land. Yet, ironically, the security guards’ continual 
interaction with the people there started to make an impact on the way 
the guards saw these ‘squatters’. While they didn’t want to lose their 
jobs, they expressed their displeasure at having to guard people with 
nowhere to sleep but in the open fields with their children.

During the day, the guards sat idly under the shade of a big tree on 
the upper part of the land. I asked them about their work and they 
explained that they were contracted by the city to do its ‘dirty work’. 
They didn’t like it, they said, but, not unlike the residents of Crossmoor, 
they had little choice. After domestic work, one of the jobs you will be 
most likely to find as a poor man in South Africa is as a security guard.

I asked one of the guards where he lived. He looked down into the 
dust, embarrassed. He didn’t want to tell me. I guessed that he might 
live in a shack himself. Many of the men I’ve met in the settlements 
work as contract security guards, often guarding the property of the 
rich. It’s hard to say which would be worse, guarding the rich or polic-
ing the poor.

Finally, resistance, perseverance and the increasing lenience of the 
contracted security guards combined to stabilise a community of 280 
new shacks on the hills, aptly named Ekupholeni (‘A Place to Relax’). 
This settlement was led by Fundise. Now, two settlements braced the 
slopes of the valley in Crossmoor, Chatsworth: one where the original 
thirteen shacks had been built, and the other created by this new wave 
of construction. The two sections were largely, though not entirely, 
split along racial lines. The lower settlement (Crossmoor) continued 
to be dominated by Indians, though with a handful of Africans such 
as Nosipho still living there. The upper section (Ekupholeni) consisted 
mainly of Africans who had come from Bottlebrush, but with a handful 
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of Indians interspersed in the settlement. A path ran through the valley, 
connecting the two spaces barely a stone’s throw apart.

In many ways, the disagreements on culture, language and political 
tactics had as much to do with the split between the settlements than 
race per se. On the hills of Ekupholeni, people prayed together, planted 
together, sang together. In the dusty bottom of Crossmoor, the nightly 
ritual of cooking curry or biryani over the open flame brought people 
together. In Crossmoor, people felt that the court case would come 
through for them. The city had been forced to install a few marquees 
which, in many ways, were worse than shacks, but people divided them 
into multiple households and patiently waited in hope that they would 
be given houses when the ordeal finally came to a close. Ekupholeni 
was dominated by a different kind of attitude. There, people were more 
likely to blockade the road, use militant tactics and march on the city 
and the councillors. While in some ways they had less faith in the legal 
route for getting things done, Fundise, as the leader, also tactically 
played the various councillors and had a close relationship with the 
police.

Relations between the two settlements were not always smooth. 
Months after the first major confrontation with the police, stories 
began to circulate that the Indians living in the Ekupholeni community 
had not stood at the front lines to confront the city workers who had 
come with axes to smash the shacks. Video footage I had taken at the 
time and which I screened for the community in fact showed quite the 
opposite. Indians and Africans stood together, linked arms and sang 
struggle songs; both groups attempted to stop the destruction of each 
other’s homes. With the tensions that currently existed, seeing this 
unity between Africans and Indians was an uncomfortable realisation 
for some as we watched the footage, yet the strength and unity they had 
forged under duress was undeniable. Racial tensions that were tangible 
in the room softened as people watched their own history played out 
before their eyes. Under conditions of such harsh economic hardship, 
historic tensions will not instantly ameliorate. Yet, strangely, there is 
something hopeful in these settlements, as people are forced to navigate 
the realities of sharing physical space and concrete hardship.

At times divisions seemed foremost and at other times it seemed as 
though living together strategically made sense. By June 2007, after 
almost a year on the land, about 500 people, comprising both Indians 
and Africans, marched on the City Hall in Durban, demanding housing, 
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water and sanitation. The group attempted to give a memorandum 
outlining their plight to then City Manager, Mike Sutcliffe. Sutcliffe, 
however, was nowhere to be found. Visven Reddy and Paris Singh, both 
Chatsworth councillors, came forward to accept the memorandum, but 
the community refused to hand it over to either of them. Both coun-
cillors, they insisted, had been contacted numerous times and knew 
the issues well, yet had done nothing to rectify the situation. The lively 
crowd resolved to wait for someone who would take their demands 
seriously. Finally, eThekwini Housing Department Head, Couglan 
Pather, arrived to accept the memorandum. After a heated confronta-
tion, Fundise told Pather that the community would give the city seven 
days to respond to their demands. If after seven days there was still no 
water and no toilets, they would connect their own water and shit in the 
streets. ‘We cannot wait any longer,’ Fundise insisted.

In January 2008 I revisit the settlement. People are still living there, 
and living still in terrible conditions. At the bottom end, things are 
quiet. One woman, Nasima, who was active on the committee in the 
lower settlement, is six months pregnant. She is not happy about it and 
talks of how worried she is about a child growing up here, inhaling 
kerosene and being threatened by the rats. She looks sad and tells me 
that if Radio Lotus had not provided food hampers for them, it would 
have been a very hard Christmas. Her boyfriend is staying with her but 
is out during the day looking for work. Her health has not been good. 
She had a stroke and part of her face froze. She and Octavia are the only 
committee members still active. She says that when everyone comes 
back from their holidays, they will make a list of all the children and 
get things sorted out, because there was money donated from Radio 
Lotus to get school clothes and school fees paid for some of the chil-
dren. But the immediate problem is the swarms of rats that are attack-
ing the children. Food has also been hard to come by. Another resident, 
Tasheem, has been growing a small garden behind the marquee where 
she lives and shares the vegetables she grows, and families also cook 
together. There are only about 70 people left living on the bottom part 
of the land now. Nasima tells me that relations with Fundise and the 
settlement on the valley slopes are good but limited.

Fundise is in top form. He has planted mealies, which are growing 
strongly in all the spaces between the shacks. There is a firm sense of 
community that has blossomed here in Ekupholeni. Fundise is clear 
that in order to make this happen, to prevent fires, to grow food, and 
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keep the settlement safe, there must be a sole leader who holds all the 
power, otherwise the committee members will just become corrupt. So 
he is running his small fiefdom here – but it appears to be working. He 
tells me that another man who worked with him previously tried to 
gain power and attempted to pay people to kill Fundise. He says they 
had ‘the municipality’ smash the man’s shack and drive him out of the 
settlement. Fundise has built a church and crèche and talks of plans to 
build a strong NGO to push forward. He has become both preacher and 
leader – holding true to his name (which means ‘teacher’ or ‘preacher’).

Public reaction to reports of the land invasion and subsequent 
demands made on the city were interesting in themselves. While the 
conditions in Bottlebrush had long been appalling, news coverage was 
much more frequent and sympathetic towards the Indians living in 
shacks. There seemed to be a sense of shock that Indians should be 
living in such conditions. The inverse of this, of course, is that the fact 

A makeshift church.
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of Africans living in shacks is naturalised and therefore no cause for 
alarm.

Almost six years had passed since the initial land occupation, forced 
evictions and court case took place. The shacks remained standing, 
the settlement now had a church and a crèche, and every bare piece of 
ground was growing corn, squash and flowers for sale in the market and 
for use by the community. Fundise had become active in local politics 
and was running for councillor. The community had mobilised contin-
ually during this period, marching on councillors and the mayor, speak-
ing to the local police and security guards, and working together with 
community based organisations, government departments, and various 
activists to achieve their goals. By 2008, the two parts of the community 
had stand taps, but continued to wait for adequate toilets. A commu-
nity had been born, and in some ways it had become self-sufficient.

This is not, of course, to paint a simplistic or overly optimistic 
picture. It would be only months later, in May 2008, that major xeno-
phobic violence and mass displacement occurred in the neighbouring 
Bottlebrush Settlement (Baruti et al. 2009). In Crossmoor, too, race 
and micro-class conflicts boil very near to the surface as Africans and 
Indians struggle to live close to each other for the first time. Community 
policing often takes on violent overtones, and the local police implic-
itly condone retributive violence. Power struggles within the leader-
ship exist, as do struggles over resources and status that erupt from 
time to time, especially with the insertion into the area of outsiders 
such as independent activists, government, religious groups, media and 
NGOs that have material and other resources on offer. The conditions 
continue to be very hard; food is a problem, water and sanitation still 
gravely inadequate, and rats continue to infest the settlement because 
municipal garbage pick-up is so infrequent.

The impacts of the two settlements on perceptions in Chatsworth 
about the post-apartheid era are significant. Not only was this the first 
instance (made visible) of Indians and Africans attempting to forge 
a settlement and eke out an existence together in this way, but it also 
makes strikingly clear the widening gap of poverty that is affecting 
more and more of Durban’s most vulnerable, with Indians, too, finding 
themselves in this mix. Given the current economic situation of South 
Africa, the political will of the ruling elite which privileges economic 
growth for the middle classes over the basic needs of the poor, the 
continuing commodification and privatisation of housing, soaring 
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unemployment, and the necessity to live close to the city, land invasions 
such as has happened in Crossmoor are bound to continue. The number 
of those who are forced to actively take whatever they can get wherever 
they can get it will keep growing. How the government, civil society and 
the ruling elite will recapture control over these struggles against incre-
mental delivery will surely be part of this story. As Giorgio Agamben 
notes, power can tolerate many degrees of obedience and disobedience. 
‘Power does not collapse when it is not obeyed’ (Agamben 2011).

While people came to the land with nowhere else to go, they also 
occupied it as a political move, an attempt to make visible what 
before had been invisible. Was it their desire to build a new, interracial 
community on that hillside in Crossmoor? Probably not. It’s unlikely 
that anyone who had originally set up shacks on that land could have 
imagined they would still be there some six years later. But as much as 
it was a stop-gap solution, people certainly believed it would be a flag 
raised to government, or at least local councillors, in order to get real 
houses. That was the struggle. There is no way to romantically see the 
Crossmoor occupation as a political one, or as a conscious attempt to 
break down racial divisions. However, it certainly did broaden people’s 
understandings of one another, as lived experience – sharing food, shel-
ter and hardship – inevitably does. Unfortunately for those forced to 
continue living on the land, the experiment has not born the desired 
fruit, even if, for a few like Fundise, there have been political opportu-
nities emerging. For others, real ‘fruits’, like mealies and squash, were 
produced from the land, and rice, biryani, clothes and other essentials 
gleaned from charitable organisations and sympathetic activists. All 
of which helped to ease some of the hard edges of survival but did 
very little to change the essential conditions that brought people to 
Crossmoor in the first place.

The goal of people in Crossmoor was to establish some kind of 
everyday stability. To get there they have had to strategically seize land 
in which they could (almost) reproduce their lives at the most basic 
of levels, while at the same time burning tyres in the streets, threat-
ening to cause mayhem, and demanding concessions from power. At 
the core of the threat of tumult was the desire for stability. Will the 
tumult produce stability? Will the authorities leave them alone? Will 
they turn their shacks into houses and even into communities? These 
are questions that the shack dwellers have not asked themselves. They 
dare not ask.

Chatsworth.indb   212 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



F O R C E D  I N T E G R AT I O N ? 2 1 3

Love, family and the struggle for shelter: the story of one family 
 in the Crossmoor shack settlement

How do people in Chatsworth end up living in shacks? In 
2006 a group of Indians and Africans invaded an empty 
piece of land off Cashew Avenue and Crossmoor Drive 
in Moorton, Chatsworth. Each of those first 300 people 
came to Crossmoor with many stories to tell about how 
they ended up searching for shelter on a vacant piece of 
land. One of those first families was Ramen and Ronelle 
Govender. Ramen was born in 1974 and grew up in Unit 
7 in Chatsworth, where he lived until he was thirteen 
years old. His father’s house was destroyed in 1987 and 
the family was forced to move. They found themselves in 
Unit 9, which is where he met his wife.

I met [Ronelle] at the shopping centre in Unit 9. In fact, 
I went to buy groceries, and so it happened, she as well 
went to buy the same thing. So we met over there, we 
were talking, she gave me her name and address and I 
did the same. So we were going out for about a year to 
really get to know each and other. So we got to know 
each and other well. So we decided to … in fact, I de-
cided to take her from her father’s house and take her 
to my dad and explain the whole story. I mean, if they 
don’t agree I’m prepared to leave this house and go. 
Because, I mean, it’s time to, you know, build a family 
together and live a happy life.

Ramen stretches out his arm to proudly show his tat-
too. ‘It says, “Ronelle loves Ramen for life”.’ Ramen built a 
shack in Crossmoor in June 2006 with his wife Ronelle, 
his daughters, Renetta who was nine months old, Renee 
who was five years old, and his son Joshua who was two 
years old. They were forced to find alternative accommo-
dation when overcrowded conditions and tensions with-

in the family home became too much to bear. Ramen is a 
committed father and husband and much of his energy 
goes towards finding a way to be a provider for his family. 
Holding his baby daughter in his arms he recounts, with a 
broad smile on his face:

If it wasn’t for this family of mine I wouldn’t be here. It is 
because of them I am here. It’s because I took [Ronelle] 
out of her house, to bring her here. She is suffering it 
out with me. But I know one day it will come right, it 
will come right.

Ramen tries to explain how he came to bring his family to 
this open piece of land: ‘When I met my wife, we decided 
to go out on our own because my parents never agreed 
[to the marriage] so we came into my mother-in-law’s 
place. We were living there for a while, and things were a 
bit tough.’ Ronelle chips in: ‘We were sleeping in the kitch-
en. We would make our bed in the kitchen or wherever 
we could make a place and we would just have to sleep 
there. So I couldn’t, like, make it anymore.’

There were over twelve people living in a two-roomed 
flat on Crossmoor drive rented by Ronelle’s mother. Ten-
sions ran high and petty squabbles easily got out of hand. 
In addition, Ramen and Ronelle were forced to pay R350 
towards the rental of the flat. Ramen had been working 
for G-Force Security Company in Phoenix as a security 
guard for seven years, earning around R800 a month. 
Unexpectedly, the company closed down and he was re-
trenched. The already difficult situation became unbear-
able. He explains: ‘When I lost my job and was unable to 
contribute anything whatsoever in respect of rental, my 
parents-in-law evicted me and my family from the house. 
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Ramen and his children, 2010. 
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I could not find any suitable alternative accommodation 
since I was not earning any income at the time.’

At first, they had no idea what to do. Ramen was des-
perate to find a better life for his family but without a job 
and without a place to live, life looked hopeless. For some 
time, the five of them lived in a car, but there was no way 
they could continue living like that. Ramen continued to 
look for odd jobs but they were few and far between. Fi-
nally, he decided the best course of action would be to 
build a shack: ‘We came out to the top [of the valley in 
Crossmoor], and we decided to build a shack. We didn’t 
have any place to live at that time … I had no choice but 
to move to Crossmoor so that I could try to support and 
feed my family as best I could.’ Ramen had made an appli-
cation for a house during the 2005 elections, and he was 
eager to show the reference number, 1077, still written in 
his identity book. Nothing ever came of his application.

The Govenders and the other families that first tried 
to build shacks on the field at Crossmoor were quickly 
served with an eviction notice in terms of the Prevention 
of Illegal Eviction from and Unlawful Occupation of Land 
Act of 1998. But with nowhere else to go, there was lit-
tle choice but to continue living on the land. Soon after-
wards, the South African Police Service and members of 
the Land Invasion Control Unit came to smash the shacks. 
Still people braved the elements, sleeping out in the 
fields without protection as heavy rains swept through 
Chatsworth. Even after the shacks were smashed, there 
was no choice but to rebuild whatever they could and 
continue living on the land. Their persistence to build was 
met with SAPS persistence to evict them, and the months 
that followed saw demolition after demolition.

Each time, Ramen would be one of the first digging 
in his heels and rebuilding a shelter for his family. There 
was no way to give up. This was all they had. Those left 
fighting to stay on the land would wait till darkness fell 
and, under the cover of night, with babies strapped to 

the women’s backs and the sound of hammers echoing 
through the valley, shacks would be built. If they could 
manage to keep a few shacks standing, protected from 
the axes and demolition teams, maybe they would have 
the chance to build a life. The nights of building are long. 
Materials are scarce, so discarded nails are straightened 
and re-used and any bit of scrap wood, plastic or metal is 
made use of. On the particular night I recount below, the 
moon was high, the moonlight making the task a little 
easier. People worked through the night. By morning, a 
handful of shacks stood proudly against the dawn. Most 
people hadn’t slept at all and scatterings of women were 
still at work hammering their shacks together in the early 
hours of the day.

Ramen had worked tirelessly and by morning his 
home was built. It was a beautiful little structure. There 
were two small windows that opened, and nice red wall-
paper he’d salvaged from discarded Daily News posters. 
He was exhausted, sprawled out on their little bed with 
his kids all around him. He looked happy. His eyes shone 
through his tiredness. ‘I’ve been up all night,’ he smiled. 
Most of the women and children here are without men 
– fathers, husbands or brothers. Ramen is one of the rare 
men who stayed with his family even in the midst of such 
hardships and poverty, even when he could have left. Re-
nee, his five-year-old daughter, held onto the doorframe 
proudly, staring out in her usual provocative way. She is 
a pretty little girl, with a full, round face and large, black 
eyes. Curious and intelligent, she follows all the action in 
the settlement closely. Sometimes she stands on top of 
the only plastic table in the settlement and sings Hindi 
songs, and dances.

When the police and protection services arrive a few 
hours later, people wearily pick up their hammers and 
spades and head to the front of the settlement. There was 
so much energy in the air that morning after the night of 
labour, the joy of finally having homes. Yet their struggle 
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is far from over. People sing protest songs, toyi-toyi, try 
to block the road into the settlement, and send down 
representatives to reason with the police. Ramen is at 
the front lines, chanting and toyi-toyiing with everyone 
else, cursing the police. None of it matters. The sound of 
the wood supports of shacks being smashed with axes 
and the shouts of people trying to protect their homes 
resound from all sides.  The Control Unit workers look a lit-
tle scared. They smash as fast as they can with their axes, 
hard hats on their heads. They probably live in shacks 
themselves. People are begging and pleading, trying to 
protect their homes. Some are busy trying to save win-
dows or doorframes, materials hard to come by that will 
be needed again. Shots ring out. A woman yells, ‘Are you 
trying to kill us? Then kill us right here! We will die on this 
land. We cannot live like this any longer.’ An officer aims 
his gun towards Ramen’s new shack. ‘I’m not going to kill 
anyone, it’s only rubber bullets,’ he responds coldly.

An hour later Ramen’s house is in ruins, now only a pile 
of boards lying on the grass. Ramen just keeps shaking his 
head, looking sadly at the remains. He is speechless. Renee 
and her nine-month-old sister sit under a little piece of 
foam, erected as a makeshift shelter to protect them from 
the burning sun. Without lifting his head Ramen laments, 
‘What can I do? There is nothing for me to do. I have to 
put a roof over my family’s head. I will just have to lift the 
shack up and live again.’ But with materials smashed into 
worthless pieces and everyone exhausted after a sleepless 
night, they will have to brave the elements out in the open 
once again that evening. As dusk falls, a fire is built and the 
families with absolutely no other alternative gather around 
the small flames. Renee’s eyes shine in the firelight as she 
huddles together with a group of younger children. Luckily 
there is no rain, but everyone feels demoralised. Ronelle ex-
plains, ‘We were homeless. And we started building all over 
again. And again they did it. Every time they did it, every 
time we continued to build.’

A few months later, yet another shack they’d built was 
smashed to pieces again. For Ronelle, this was the last 
straw: ‘Finally they came and totally broke it down, so we 
were homeless for that night so we asked people in the 
community if they could help us and give us shelter.’

That marked the seventh time the Govenders’ home 
was smashed. It had become too much, and there was 
nothing left to build with. In March 2007, affidavits 
were taken by community activists and the Legal Re-
sources Centre to further a court case against the city. 
An interim interdict meant that marquees could be set 
up on the land for families like Ramen’s while the court 
case proceeded. Over 80 people remained on the site 
with nowhere else to go, while the rest were forced to 
go back to the intolerable conditions that drove them 
to the land in the first place, still in need of housing. At 
first the marquees may have seemed like better pro-
tection from the elements, but these large plastic tents 
were to become homes for multiple families. The dirt 
floors were easily accessed by rats and snakes, which 
quickly became a major problem in the settlement. 
Rats attacked the children and food could not be 
stored. With no windows, the conditions inside were 
sweltering and the air stagnant and foul.

In the meantime, Ramen had found some informal work. 
‘I’m working for a laanie that is contracting for Daily News, 
putting up these posters, headlines … my wages for a 
month are R800.’ Ramen looks away shyly, clearly embar-
rassed by his meagre earnings. He continues, ‘I know it’s 
less but I have no choice, I have to work, because of my 
family … but I’m still seeking a better job.’ He pauses for a 
moment, his eyes fixed on the ground. Quietly, almost to 
himself, ‘Eight-hundred rand! How much can I save to buy 
a house? It will take me the whole of my lifetime to get a 
house for them.’ He shakes his head.
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The Govender story is one that is becoming all too 
familiar. The state throws resources into mega-projects 
like the soccer World Cup and a new proposed mul-
ti-billion-rand dug-out port in the South Basin of Dur-
ban. The poor are denied resources and told to be pa-
tient as the largesse of the first economy trickles down. 
What it has done is to exacerbate the already precarious 
situation for landless and homeless people. The law has 
given little recourse to finding a way out of escalating 
vulnerability. The famous Grootboom judgment found 
that ‘people should not be impelled by intolerable liv-

ing conditions to resort to land invasions. Self-help of 
this kind cannot be tolerated, for the unavailability of 
land suitable for housing development is a key factor 
in the fight against the country’s housing shortage’ 
(RSA 2000).

Irene Grootboom was to die without a house. As will be 
the fate of many other South Africans who wait patiently 
for the law or government to deliver. In this context, the 
strategy of invading and occupying land, of rebuilding 
time and again when the authorities move in and smash 
down the shacks, is likely to continue and spread.
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Chapter 16

Bathola Ikhaya
Two African Women Come to Chatsworth

Thembisa Waetjen

From the 1960s, the state’s social engineering vision created suburban 
locations that were meant to delineate and fix racial space through 

family-based residential segregation. The official dismantling of apart-
heid Group Areas legislation meant an opening up of neighbourhoods, 
educational institutions, places of commerce and uses of land, thus 
transforming the demographic profile of the township and creating 
spaces for cultural, linguistic and religious exchanges and adaptations. 
Jane Duduzela and Christina Manqele, African women of different 
generations born in different parts of Zululand, arrived in Chatsworth 
after the dismantling of racial zoning in the 1990s. Their life stories 
provide insight into the possibilities and constraints that single African 
women have encountered living in Chatsworth, and into the cosmopol-
itan possibilities of its post-apartheid remaking.

Jane
Jane Duduzela is 72 and is the head of a household that includes four 
children between the ages of seven and fourteen. Her three grandchildren 
have been under her care since 2009, when her daughter died. The chil-
dren’s father contributes nothing to their upbringing and ‘lives far’, and 
Jane has lost faith that the social worker can help secure his assistance. 
Another child, her brother’s grandson, came to live with them several 
years earlier after the deaths of his own mother and grandmother and 
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when it became clear that he was being abused in his household. Jane 
raises and provides for these four boys from the child welfare grants she 
receives, and with a bit of entrepreneurship on the side.

At her age the responsibilities are heavy, but she says she is happy 
to be living in the Unit 3 two-room flat she was awarded in 1998. She 
had made a deliberate decision to apply for a house in a predominantly 
‘Indian’ area:

It’s nice to stay here. It’s safe, you know. In our [African] township it’s not 
nice. They killing each other. In the news you hear this and this … even 
yesterday we heard they killed seven people [in Mariannhill], they burned 
them, they killed them.

Jane’s neighbours are ‘all Indian’ and she enjoys good relations with 
them, and the feeling seems mutual. In a separate interview, the Muslim 
widow who occupies the flat next door agreed that she and Jane have 
formed a special friendship, allowing for the mutual loaning of small 
cash and the sharing of life’s sorrows:

Jane – she’s a widow also … When my husband passed on and all, she 
was the first person here with me and, you know, we get on like sisters. If 
she have anything to say, to discuss, she can’t keep it in her, she come to 

 Jane Duduzela.
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me. When I have got something, like, to say, I can’t keep it in me, so I go to 
her and I explain [to] her. We [are] like sisters – that’s how we are living.

Yet the move to Chatsworth has also involved loss for Jane. Her location 
means much greater distance f  rom the Inanda-based Zionist Christian 
Church community of which she has been a member since moving to 
Durban. The prospect of weekly public transport to maintain these 
connections has proved unmanageable. While she prays privately on a 
daily basis, such as before she goes to bed, participation in the social 
practices of her faith requires a significant investment:

I take the taxi [from] here, take another one from town, go [to Inanda]. 
I don’t go every Sunday, it is costly. Ja, maybe twice a month or once a 
month when I got money, because I can’t leave the children behind, I must 
take them with me. I must spend one hundred [rand], ja, because children 
are four – twenty, twenty, twenty, twenty to go … Maybe twice [a month] 
if, if I got money. Sometime what I’m selling, I see extra money, ‘let’s go’.

A sense of isolation extends to other aspects of Jane’s identity that are 
important to her because ‘here you can’t do nothing in your culture 
because we Zulu-speaking Africans are not [a] lot in this place, we are 
only few’. Jane says she is still able to hold on to her culture, but it is 
sustained through visits to her place of origin. ‘I keep my culture, but 
when I’m there, when I’m going to Empangeni.’

Jane was born in rural Empangeni, Zululand, in 1940. Her home was 
a dwelling of wooden poles and earth, with a separate kitchen struc-
ture for a cooking fire. Paraffin lamps gave light at night and water was 
drawn from the nearby river. Her father was a policeman and her mother 
kept house and raised the children, though Jane was only nine when her 
mother died. With five brothers and three sisters, Jane waded through 
the river four days a week to get to school. Wearing a black gym dress 
and white shirt, she would depart on foot with her siblings at 7.30 a.m. 
to reach the school by 9.00; and when classes ended, they walked all the 
way back again. When it rained, the river flooded and they could not 
cross. Jane would feel sad because ‘we were losing school’. She and her 
family attended the African Congregation Church, which meant a long 
journey every Sunday, leaving early in the morning and arriving home 
at night. As an unmarried girl, she wore a black skirt, white blouse 
and head covering with leopard-skin-patterned fabric. Married women 
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signalled their status with a black dress with white collar. Jane believes 
that her parents had things easier in their lifetime, and she remembers 
her childhood with nostalgia as a time when food could be grown and 
cash was needed only for ‘paraffin and soap’.

When she was around eighteen years old, Jane began earning a wage 
as a domestic worker for families in Empangeni and, later, Durban. In 
1966, she decided to leave domestic work and try her hand at business. 
She began buying clothes in Durban and selling them in Empangeni. 
Hawking, which afforded her increased independence and income, was 
‘better than working [as a ‘domestic’]’. However, after a number of 
years, Jane found that the market in Empangeni had become saturated, 
as more and more women were involved in this kind of selling. She then 
learnt of opportunities in Johannesburg where profits were higher. ‘My 
friends told me “the money is better there, we can make a nice business 
in Jo’burg”, so we went there.’ Jane would buy goods, mostly men’s and 
ladies’ apparel, in Durban and then travel to Johannesburg by minibus 
taxi. Rather than have a single supplier, ‘we go and look and see where 
there’s cheaper things, you can get a profit. Not [only] one place I was 
go to buy.’ Her main location of business was Krugersdorp. She had no 
place to stay but came to know of several homes in the township that 
provided a place to sleep for R2 a night.

In the township there are people who let you sleep for a night and pay R2. 
We wake up in the morning, bath and go, come back again, pay another 
R2, you sleep there, we make our own food … In the morning you just 
carry your bag, put the sheet down and put your clothes. We carried big 
sheets, you know, put it down on the floor and take out the clothes and 
they come and look at it and buy. Afternoon, you carry your bag back 
where you sleep.

Jane, along with three or four other women from her hometown, always 
went to Krugersdorp but chose a different part of the city on each visit, 
journeying once or twice in the month. On each occasion she stayed for 
between one and two weeks. Her clients did not always have money on 
hand and she often had to wait until they were paid their wages or came 
into money and were able to settle their accounts with her. In this way, 
she built her clientele and did well for over a decade.

Jane had a daughter, born in 1976, but chose not to stay with the 
child’s father because,
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He wasn’t nice, he was rough, rough time he gave me, ja. He wasn’t beat-
ing because I was the second wife, he had a first wife. He took his wife 
and come and stay here in Durban. His home is Ladysmith, somewhere 
there. I came home, I just left him. My brother said I must write a letter – 
those days we didn’t have cell phones. In 1977 I left him, I wrote a letter, I 
gave it to my brother, he read it, we posted. I remember one year, I didn’t 
have things for the child, for school, I went by him and ask him. He told 
me, if I wanted him to support this child, I should not left him. I left him 
and never ask anymore. I grew the child.

Jane’s occupation changed after 1987 when she again took up employ-
ment as a domestic worker. She returned to Durban for several reasons. 
As a single mother, she had lived with her brothers and sisters-in-law in 
Empangeni, which created pressures and family politics. (‘It’s not nice 
to stay with sister-in-laws, all that.’) Another reason Jane gave up hawk-
ing was to be with her ten-year-old daughter as she entered puberty and 
her teen years. She did not want ‘to leave my child there in Zululand 
with my sister-in-laws, all that, also [their] children. I saw them, they 
wasn’t nice with my child.’ A most pressing reason was financial loss. 
Jane had been part of a savings club in Empangeni but had been swin-
dled by a relative whom she had entrusted to transfer a large sum of 
money from Jo’burg.

Jane brought her daughter to Durban. Her first job was as a domestic 
worker on ‘Ridge Road. It was next to McCord [hospital] … there is a 
duplex there. I worked there, seven years I worked there.’ She found the 
transition from being independent to being a domestic worker difficult.

I didn’t like it because I was earning too less … R200 a month. I worked 
for the child. I stayed [at this job] because [my employer] allowed me to 
stay with my child. She was eating where I was eating. Only bus fare I was 
paying for her, because she was schooling at KwaMashu. I was staying at 
Overport … [she was] taking green bus to go to school.

The racial logic of apartheid meant that Jane’s daughter had to travel 
to and from a distant township school daily even though a school for 
white children was a few hundred metres from where Jane worked. 
Abruptly, Jane lost her job. ‘That lady I worked for, she said I stole 
things. I said, “for these seven years how can I take your towel and your 
T-shirt, how can I?” I get angry, I leave that job.’ Jane moved to Inanda 
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where she rented a room and, for a year, worked at a restaurant on Point 
Road. She then heard that her application for her own home had been 
successful.

Jane sometimes takes her grandchildren to Empangeni and the farm 
where her sisters-in-law and their children still reside. While it is a place 
of cultural renewal and homecoming for her, a place where she goes 
for family ceremonies ‘if we making a big prayer’, the children find the 
conditions there rustic.

They like it, but different things in farm, you know? They don’t know – 
like food, like toilets – all that. They are used to these [flush] toilets [in 
the flat], you know? They born in this and they grew up in this, it’s hard 
for them [to adjust]. That time we go to visit or function or something, 
everything is different to them … They used to [things here] because they 
born from here.

These grandchildren are an important reason that Jane does not 
consider returning to Empangeni to live. It is not only because they are 
accustomed to their urban Chatsworth life but because Jane feels they 
are receiving benefits that will afford them opportunities.

It would be hard for me [to go to Empangeni] with these grandchil-
dren because they started school here. There, they not teach in English 
everything [every subject], you know, [so my grandchildren] will fail 
because in Zululand you pass with your language. They are not using 
Zulu now – only we talk Zulu here [at home] but at school they are not 
using Zulu … I want them to learn in this place, in English, because it’s 
easier for them if they grow up, finish matric, train for something, they 
will get a job easily. They doing alright, they doing fine – they all passed 
last year. They like it. They got friends, everything.

Jane feels that her grandchildren’s belonging to the diverse social world 
in Chatsworth will help prepare them for their future. She is pleased for 
them to mix with Indian children. ‘It’s nice. It’s nice because when they 
grow up, working, it will be like that. They will work with [all kinds of 
people].’ Still, the promises of Chatsworth for her family are counter-
balanced by real dangers and risks. Living in the heart of a neighbour-
hood in which young men typically remain unemployed and in which a 
drug epidemic looms as a perpetual menace – both in terms of the ills 
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of addiction and as a means of economic livelihood for many – Jane 
faces critical challenges as an aging, single, female head of a household 
raising four boys.

Christina
Christina Manqele, who was born in Nkandla in Zululand in December 
1964, died shortly after this interview. Born into a Christian family, she 
died in Chatsworth as a Muslim convert, leaving behind children who 
were attending Islamic school and madrassah and excelling in their 
recitations of the Qu’ran.

Unlike Jane, Christina initially experienced hostility and threats of 
violence upon her arrival in Chatsworth and felt that her identity as an 
African and a single woman made her visible and vulnerable. In 1992, a 
former employer assisted Christina to make an application for a coun-
cil flat and helped her get furniture for it. She had a choice between 
Phoenix and Chatsworth. ‘I said I want anything. Because I never stay 
in Chatsworth, I never stay in Phoenix … I don’t know anything there, 
too.’ She was given a house in Chatsworth. In the first days of her 
arrival:

I’m frightened. First of all, like here [in] Bangladesh [Westcliff], the Indian 
want to kill me, they calling me a name, they hitting the window, [and] 
I didn’t know that they [the neighbours] got two keys for the flat. Then, 
first day I go to work, I saw [some things] lost inside here [they had gone 
missing]. I’m really shocked because who’s stealing my things? Because 
nobody is there. I didn’t know that my neighbour there opened [the 
door]. One day, they talk to me, tonight, they say, you want to do sex for 
me. And then they went inside my house … they put the key, they opened. 
I take the bush knife. I hit him to the head because I must save myself. 
They want to rape me inside the house … I’m alone, I’m a single. After 
that I take the jacket, I hold him, I throw into the road. The police came 
two o’clock. They ask what happened. I explained the police … Now I 
can’t point ‘who is that’ [identify them] because I’m a new person, I don’t 
know anybody. I’m African. I’m alone. And then I frightened. I want to 
go back to KwaMashu because I frightened. And then I go to the [Indian] 
caretaker in the morning. The caretaker say, don’t move, you save your life 
[defend yourself] because you are single [vulnerable]. Don’t move, stay 
there. And then caretaker came there, time to talk for the neighbours … 

Chatsworth.indb   224 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



B AT H O L A  I K H AYA 2 2 5

Really hard for me because I’m one African, I’m frighting [frightened] of 
the God-church [temple] … frighting because Indians near, I’m African 
alone. I’m frighting.

In her fear, Christina was afraid even to hang up her washing. Then 
some of the community reached out to her, ‘They say “no, come, come, 
come, welcome”. I say “I’m frightened to go to the road because it’s a 
really rough … it’s really rough for the drugs, smoking, fighting every 
time. I stay inside the house”.’ The neighbourhood attitudes changed 
and over time other residents, she says, became ‘like the family, one 
family, nice, nice, like my mother … I get Indian old lady, they taking 
me [in] like a child’.

This sense of renewed family was important to Christina, whose 
experiences of childhood were complicated by poverty, a strict religious 
upbringing, and an environment of political ferment. Christina’s father 
was a traditional healer and her mother, who gave birth to ten children, 
was the last of her father’s four wives. The family moved to KwaMashu 
from Nkandla and while her mother kept house, her father opened a 
‘chemist in Beatrice Street near the clinic and make the Zulu things 
there for medicine’. Christina attended school but left in Standard 
Seven ‘because there’s lot children … we [were] ten children and then 
it’s not enough money to go [around] …’ Living in KwaMashu exposed 

Christina Manqele.
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Christina in distressing ways to the state’s expectations of patriarchal 
family structure and the economic vulnerability of women especially, in 
their attempts to find secure housing:

The time we grew up, because my father is working alone, if we haven’t 
got money for the rent, we saw the blackjack [police van], they put the 
lock to the gate. We can’t go inside until my father must pay money. And 
they got the big truck. They say maleko – maleko is the big truck to put 
people inside, locked up the people … We grew up like that. And even if 
the husband passed away, we can’t get a house if never get another man. 
If a wife, her husband passed away, must go stay in the mjondolo [shack 
settlement], they send to mjondolo, must get another man, married to 
another [woman] to keep house.

Christina also remembers some of the fun activities of childhood, 
including playing ‘three tins’ and cooking outdoors. Girls’ activities, 
though, were monitored. Religion played an important role in disciplin-
ing her upbringing as a young woman. Both her parents were Christian 
converts and had become members of the Zulu Congregational Church 
in KwaMashu. Christina and other young children, mainly girls, 
attended church on Thursday afternoons; on Saturdays they attended 
with their mother and on Sundays with the entire family. They were 
taught ‘how to dress up, what they do inside the house, how the girl 
must behave, like that; [they] tell us, girl don’t do anything, [just] cook-
ing … It’s very hard, it’s really hard, you can’t refuse; what they say, you 
do it. We do it. We can’t play with the boys and then girls must go early 
inside the house.’

They wore a uniform to church. Young women wore a black skirt, 
white shirt, black scarf and a white hat with a blue ribbon to signify 
their virginity. Unmarried women who were not virgins wore the same 
uniform but without the blue ribbon. Married women wore a black 
skirt, blue coat, white scarf and a black hat with a feather. The priest 
exerted a powerful influence and the community took part in the disci-
plining of the young. Christina explained that the elders of the commu-
nity formed a committee called Oqonda, to keep youth on the straight 
and narrow,

If you do wrong things, there’s a group, about 30 fathers, you do wrong 
things, like playing cards, put lipstick, you straight[en] your hair, they 
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say you’re a prostitute. Even the young children can’t use the pants, you 
never use Cutex. They hitting you with a sjambok. [If] you [a] rogue or 
have no respect, Tuesday, go to the big hall for the committee [and] they 
hitting you in front of the people, in front of the public, because must not 
do wrong things.

Christina lived opposite Umkhonto we Sizwe activist, Andrew Zondo 
and, as she grew up, began participating in political protests. She says 
that her involvement, soon after the 1976 youth revolt in Soweto, was 
influenced also by her resentment at the poverty of her childhood and 
the lack of educational opportunities available to her.

If you poor, you haven’t got lot clothes, and then haven’t got shoes 
because there’s lot family. My mother is not working, [so] my father is 
[working] really hard because they must get the money, if  someone sick 
must get the money. They [activists] tell us, we get lot money and then 
my life will change. I grew up like a slave for my family, I grew up like 
a slave. I never grow up nice life. I’m thinking … it’s better to cross the 
border [go into exile]. I say it’s better because what the life I grew up? I 
need to get something, a nice life, because I saw the neighbour children. 
They use nice clothes, full uniform. Me, I love to go school, [but] some-
time haven’t got a book to read. We can’t, we can’t stay inside the class, 
must stay outside because my mother won’t buy [books] for me. The 
principal just told me, you need to write the homework. I haven’t got 
book because nobody buy for me. I stand to the window to listen what 
they teaching us. They chasing us out. I go back again. They asking me 
why, the reason. I tell it straight [to] the principal. I love to go school, I 
haven’t got money …

Even when she did attend school, it was difficult to complete her home-
work because of her household chores and lack of electricity. ‘I write 
the homework outside. I put this thing [writing surface for work] 
because they got the moon outside. I write outside homework because 
you can’t put a candle inside. They say, ‘switch off the candle’. These 
frustrations created the conditions in which Christina made a decision 
to join Umkhonto we Sizwe. One night, along with more than twenty 
other young teenagers from her neighbourhood, she got into a truck 
that would take her across the border. Part of what felt bold about this 
defiant act was that it was the first time she had worn pants, a type of 
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garment forbidden by her father. However, the runaways were caught 
by the police and sent home.

As punishment, they were beaten by the church disciplinary council 
and by their parents. ‘You know, the Oqonda they hit us so much for 
how the girls run away like that. I can’t wake up [get up the next] morn-
ing because of swelling, my legs.’ The young activists called an emer-
gency meeting at the school. At the meeting, [rumour] circulated that 
they had been caught because there was a traitor who had supposedly 
tipped off the police. A decision was made to take violent measures 
against the person who was fingered as the informant.

They tell us someone spy [on] us … We decided to kill him. They [Andrew 
Zondo] told us who spied, because Andrew Zondo is clever, never mind 
he’s smaller than us, he got the brains [that are] fast. Andrew Zondo – 
they show us, they give a petrol bomb, they say must throw [it] there. We 
throw there tonight … We heard the story, there’s man there, the impimpi 

… We go inside the house, they sleeping inside, the man, then we calling 
and then we put petrol bomb which bust the house …

A man was killed in this bombing and the bombers were caught and 
detained. ‘They lock us up, they put us inside the jail. Go inside the 
jail, sixteen of us and then they came with the newspaper [journalists]. 
Now they say [they are] young, all the childrens is young. After that you 
get a lawyer …’

Christina was given a three-year prison sentence for her part in this 
murder. She spent two years in prison and was released on parole. This, 
she says, came about through a combination of good behaviour, her 
father’s petitioning, and consideration of her young age and the influ-
ence exerted on her by older activists.

About two years after her release, Christina married a man from 
Matubatuba, who worked for Savells furniture shop and lived with rela-
tives in KwaMashu. It was an arranged marriage of sorts. She caught 
his eye and his family formally proposed for her hand in marriage. She 
recalls the occasion and how things proceeded:

The time first, it’s really hard to see the man … it’s not easy. We can’t say 
yes if we like him. We see them and my mother explained me, you buy 
chain or something like that to say it’s okay. The girl has to give present 
to say I’m okay [with marrying]. And then for the boy’s house, they buy a 
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long pole and they put a flag in the house to say now my son found a girl. 
They put a white flag because I’m a virgin at the time. And then they came 
at home for my clothes size, to say thanks, they dress up for me.

Christina moved with her husband to Matubatuba, where they lived 
with his parents. But soon after, she became ill and returned home to 
KwaMashu. ‘I’m really sick now. I’m bleeding one way for the nose. 
I’m vomiting blood everytime and then they say my body weak, must 
come back.’ After a few months the couple applied for and got their 
own home. In the place to which they moved, Christina had to keep her 
political past hidden, because the ANC/Inkatha violence was growing 
in the area. It was difficult to be seen as neutral and her husband, espe-
cially, was under pressure.

They kill the people if they [had the ‘wrong’ political views]. Even 
KwaMashu, they brought one boys there, they killing him because they 
say ‘he never say ANC’, or ‘he is Inkatha’… long time they talk about the 
UDF, ANC, SB [Special Branch] and they killing people. My husband, 
they working there and they give him a really hard life, hard life. After 
that, he run away … After that, I hear the people they say [he] cross the 
border.

Christina still does not know what really happened to her husband 
because he never returned. They had been married for nine years and 
had two children. At the time of his disappearance, he was working 
for the Housing Office in Lindelani. The marriage had not been happy, 
as her husband had been physically abusive. Christina did not marry 
again but eventually had two more children with a married man who 
had children of his own.

After her husband disappeared, Christina sought wage work and 
landed a variety of jobs. Unskilled and lacking education, she first 
worked as a domestic worker for a family with disabled children. 
She worked for around thirteen years at a school in Cato Manor. She 
worked as a maid and matron in a boarding home run by an Afrikaans-
speaking couple. Here, she enjoyed the children and the responsibilities. 
‘That white lady there put all the children in nice rooms, twelve girls. 
They go to school. Come back four o’clock. Me – I ironing, I wash-
ing, I cook. If sometimes the girl, teenage girl, now is starting period, 
must show them what the girl to do.’ But to keep this job, she had to 
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live at the boarding house. Her own children stayed with her parents in 
KwaMashu.

When the boarding home closed down, Christina got a job at Perma 
Products in Pinetown, which produced household articles. She worked 
on machines that made plastic moulds. It was during this period, now 
in her late thirties, that Christina began experiencing more health prob-
lems. After two years of uncertain diagnosis, during which she experi-
enced recurrent internal bleeding, her spleen was removed.

I’m buggered up now, I’m sick, really sick, haven’t got nice condition now. 
I get a job, Perma Product, I sick. Blood comes out through the eyes, 
admitting to the hospital R.K. Khan and then they make operation … 
they shifting spleen because the blood come out through the tears.

Because of illness, she was forced to leave work. By then, she had moved 
herself and her children to Westcliff in Chatsworth. For a while her 
household water supply was reliant on neighbours, water collected 
from leaking pipes, and a nearby stream subsequently found to be 
unfit for human consumption. With the help of neighbours she ille-
gally connected her water. When Council officials eventually caught on 
and she was charged with tampering with public property, she became 
involved in the community organisation’s struggle for dignified hous-
ing. The Concerned Citizens Group made an application to the High 
Court to get her water reconnected, and this was granted on 8 March 
2000. Christina was back in court a few months later in what was a test 
case for water disconnections countrywide. Advocate Maurice Pillemer 
SC framed the issue of access to water as a fundamental socio-eco-
nomic right. He argued that Council had acted in contravention of the 
Water Services Act 1997, which required it to take Christina’s personal 
circumstances into account. Yet Judge Vivienne Niles-Duner, in passing 
judgment on 1 March 2001, upheld Council’s right to disconnect water.

Despite these outcomes, Christina’s involvement in the issue had 
helped her to become an integrated member of the community. After 
her initially horrifying introduction to Chatsworth, she no longer felt 
herself to be an outsider: ‘I’m not feeling now I’m African [an outsider] 
because I see they [Indians] are warm, because me, I quiet there. They 
fighting for me there, fighting, they telling until magistrate under-
stand.’ As an insider, some new possibilities emerged in her life. In the 
mid-2000s, Christina recounts that she became troubled by dreams; 
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dreams she began to interpret as prophetic, pushing her towards a 
religion – Islam – which she now encountered daily as a resident of 
Chatsworth.

I dreaming, dreaming, dreaming [about] Muslim. One day I tell my 
neighbour Helen I frighten now to sleep. I didn’t know Muslims, only 
[that] these people got this black things on [robe]. I didn’t know that 
because I never hear Muslim thing. I can’t sleep for one month, I can’t 
sleep. I frightened to sleep, I’m losing weight. I’m thinking sometimes 
[that maybe I will] die or [that it is a] tokoloshe or what. [In the dream] 
they put the long black things top [of my head] …

Helen suggested they go for a walk. On their walk, Christina explained 
that her dream had directed her to an unknown man who had been 
named Farouk. They walked into a hardware store and she addressed 
one of the men behind the counter, asking for Farouk. She explained 
about the dreams and one of the men showed surprise that she knew 
that name. They arranged to meet Farouk in Unit 3, and Farouk then 
took Christina to a Mawlana in Unit 2. After telling her story, Christina 
was sent to Smith Street and the Jamiat office, where Dawood Sithole 
read her the Qu’ran and taught her the meaning of Islam. ‘They saying 
I must go there to learn … After that I convert. They tell me, they say, 
you must choose a name.’ Christina’s Muslim name became Rabia. 
Her children began to attend madrassah and an Islamic school in Unit 
10. Her children, she was proud to note, ‘know Arabic, they know to 
write Arabic, they do everything well, they do. My children they read 
Qu’ran so well, everytime they get awards … they get big trophy for the 
Qu’ran.’

With her worsening health involving continuous bleeding and vomit-
ing, it became a struggle for Christina to receive her religious instruc-
tion, and her learning was disrupted. As Ramadan approached, she felt 
increasingly frustrated in her aspirations: ‘They starting this thing, for 
fasting. I hear what they say: I need the Qu’ran food only. I want to get 
it because I don’t know anything, I want this food.’

When she was told her illness was cancer, Christina confided that she 
did not know how long she had to live. Confusion over her condition 
and the many responsibilities of her life weighed on her, and she did not 
know how to make time for medical interventions that, at best, seemed 
to offer few guarantees.
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I won’t say I’ll live long now because I have cancer, they worrying me, I’m 
not sure. I’ve got cancer, I got BP [high blood pressure], I got ulcer, all 
these thing. Sometimes I pass blood, what can I do? They say, can’t take 
out your womb because I pass blood, lot blood. Last week they telling me 
must make operation to the spine and I get cold. Now I say, no liver there, 
we shifting the spleen and still the blood come out … I got small children.

Although she was able to work briefly in a local self-help project, her 
health deteriorated further and she tragically passed away in July 2011.

Conclusion
Chatsworth became home for Jane and Christina following the disman-
tling of apartheid’s racial zoning. Their presence, and that of other 
isiZulu-speaking African residents, is indicative of the changing face 
of this township. While Jane speaks of her transition into the ‘Indian’ 
suburban spaces as unproblematic, Christina experienced a traumatic 
and fearful beginning. Both, however, found neighbours who came to 
speak of them in the idiom of ‘family’, as sisters, mothers, children. 
Class solidarities and shared poverty also became a source of bonding 
in the face of ongoing municipal politics. These stories hold out a prom-
ising picture for the development of Chatsworth cosmopolitanism.

The very different but equally remarkable life stories of these women 
invite us also to think about the continual production and invention 
of local cultures in these new spaces. Linguistic, religious, culinary 
and ‘ethnic’ practices are shared, exchanged and altered. Jane’s grand-
children, native to Chatsworth, are growing up in a multicultural and 
bilingual world, but with continual input from family ties in rural 
Empangeni and religious participation in Inanda, which ground their 
childhood in a broader field of South African experience. Christina’s 
conversion to Islam, in the last years of a life characterised by all the 
volatility and change of her generation, suggests the array of new possi-
bilities, identities and resources that become available for the remaking 
of self and situation.

However, the picture cannot be romanticised. Both of these women’s 
lives demonstrate the incredible difficulties and challenges that female 
heads of households must struggle with, particularly in the face of 
persistent challenges of unemployment, a thriving drug trade and 
high crime rates. They reveal the continual hard labour and ongoing 
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innovation required to ensure the survival and upbringing of the young, 
but also the fragility of the circumstances they face. Christina’s death 
has rendered her children’s future uncertain; Jane, with the chronic 
fatigue evident on her ageing face, hopes to see her grandchildren into 
adulthood. If the promise of Chatsworth is to be sustainable, there 
must be gains in security and economic stability for families living on 
the edge of poverty.

Note
This chapter was made possible by interviews conducted for SANPAD-funded research 
by Goolam Vahed from 14 December 2010 to 15 February 2011.
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Chapter 17

‘Working Girl’
Narratives of Domestic Workers in Chatsworth

Sinethemba Sidloyi and Mariam Seedat-Khan

This chapter explores the lives of three women domestic workers 
who reside and work in Chatsworth. Through their narratives one 

can discern the enduring burdens of poverty and patriarchy that they 
have to negotiate in the quest to secure bare life and provide sustenance 
and hope to their children. The women interviewed for this study, for 
whom we have used the pseudonyms Indrani, Anitha and Hema to 
protect their identities, are from areas in Chatsworth that Desai (2000) 
refers to as the ‘poorest of the poor’. This chapter seeks to bring to life 
their narratives, and does so mainly by allowing the women to relay 
accounts of their lives in their own words. Interviews were conducted 
between February and April 2012. Conversations were open-ended as 
the women spoke about their memories and experiences and reflected 
on their lives. These narratives allow us to pursue the important themes 
of domestic work and patriarchy and help to provide a fuller under-
standing of life in post-apartheid South African townships.

The long arm of the oppressor
Domestic work is not a new area of work for women in South Africa. 
Housework is an intrinsic part of most societies and, in South Africa, 
domestic service has been one of the largest sectors of employment since 
the era of late nineteenth-century industrialisation (Cock 1984; King 
2007). In the case of Indian women, evidence of their role as domestic 
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workers can be traced back to women’s lives in India and, later, their 
arrival as indentured labourers in Natal. Some women who made the 
journeys from India arrived on their own, having lost their husbands or 
been separated from their families, either in India or en route to Natal. 
Their livelihoods were often determined by poverty and illiteracy, hence 
many were forced to sell the one skill that gender had ascribed to them 
through socialisation. They were assigned jobs that included cleaning, 
nurturing and ‘warming’ the houses of their bosses on the sugar-cane 
plantations and farms in Natal (Desai and Vahed 2010).

There was an assumption on the part of employers that Indian 
women’s needs were and should be provided for within the patriarchal 
family unit. This assumption was maintained throughout the inden-
ture period and beyond. Beal, in Walker (1990), writes that there was an 
assumption that ‘both men and women will be catered for in a family 
setup (whether or not this was the case) and that the 10s monthly wage 
paid to male workers constituted a family wage’. This had severe implica-
tions for gender relations within the indentured labour force. It exposed 
indentured women to a vulnerable position as they were regarded as 
subjects for exploitation at work and even within familial contexts 
(Badassy 2005; Beal 1990). Beal argues that there is ample evidence in the 
records to suggest that both Indian men and their employers regarded 
women as property to be bought, sold or given away.

Moreover, as Fatima Meer notes (Meer et al. 1990), the process of 
socialisation for most girls in Indian (and other) families resulted in 
them growing up embracing views such a ‘woman’s place is in the 
kitchen’ and ‘men are sole breadwinners in the household and that they 
ought to be respected and treated with high regard because they are 
engaging in a more valuable job than that of a woman’ (Meer et al. 
1990). Many young girls were prepared for certain roles through claims 
of innate disposition. Marriage was often seen as the ultimate destina-
tion for women in a predominantly patriarchal context in which there 
usually was little emphasis on women aspiring to independence. This is 
evident in the historic denial of opportunities for education for Indian 
women, with greater emphasis on developing their ability to cook and 
clean and treat men with respect (Meer et al. 1990). Household chores, 
then, was the one skill that many women acquired and could sell if they 
were unable to secure a suitable marriage. The life stories of Indrani, 
Anitha and Hema reflect the patriarchal context within which many 
Indian familial relations continue to be built.
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It should be emphasised that these are broad generalisations and that 
we are not suggesting that the organisation of Indian families is time-
less. The ‘Indian Family’, as argued by Kuper (1960), was patrilineal, 
extended, and based on arranged marriages, with clearly defined roles 
among members. This has been changing, most notably as a result of 
women acquiring education, choosing their own marriage partners and 
entering the workforce, and by young couples breaking free from the 
tight-knit extended family (Freund 1995: 80). These kinds of arrange-
ments are often shaped by class. Many residents, especially in the flatlands 
of Chatsworth, remain poor, and for them the patriarchal family is still a 
reality and domestic work remains an important source of employment.

Indrani

I feel that we are cut off from the people; my husband died of Aids, I got 
Aids, my son is disabled, my daughter fell pregnant and my older son 
has very little money. We live like beggars, no lights, no water, it’s very 
dangerous. There is no money for anything.

Indrani was born in Chatsworth and raised in a working-class house-
hold. The patriarchal context of her background compelled her to 
listen to her older brother and father, who set the ‘rules’ for the family. 
Indrani, her mother and sisters were expected to adhere to these with-
out negotiation. This included such things as when they could go out, 
who they could speak to, what their chores in the household were, and 
so on. In the absence of her father, Indrani’s brother took charge of the 
household and saw to it that no one transgressed these rules.

Indrani lived in Unit 5 with her parents until she was forced into 
marriage to her husband Bala, at the age of eighteen. She completed 
Grade Eight and wanted to be a nurse but her marriage to Bala shat-
tered that dream. Although she was unhappy about the choice of 
husband that was made for her, she was not in a position to resist. Her 
role as wife demanded that she take care of the home, her husband’s 
needs, and begin a family. She had heard that her husband was ‘popu-
lar’ with women:

My husband did funny things with other loose women … these are 
not things that one speaks about, your husband is allowed to do this, 
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and you must just accept it and be happy that he comes home to you 
after his business is done. I was married for 22 years and I was aware 
of this. In spite of all this, I stayed with him and remained committed 
to the marriage, because I had nowhere else to go. I had no one that 
was in a position to offer me financial support. My father’s sisters live 
in Phoenix, but I cannot visit them because I have no spare money [for 
transport] and they could not help me because they are having a hard 
time as well. It’s hard for them to take me with my three children.

Indrani is still very poor. She was 43 years old in 2012 (when these inter-
views were conducted) and HIV positive, living in Bayview. Her condi-
tion at the time was so bad that she had difficulty walking. She began 
losing weight and was forced to visit the hospital. She relies on her 
medication and prayer to keep herself going. She has become a devout 
Christian, having joined the church shortly after she was diagnosed. 
She now feels ‘like part of a community in the church, I receive support 
from the church, and in return I offer the church my time and some 
help, the Pastor helps me to find jobs to clean people’s homes’.

Indrani’s husband Bala was a general worker at an automobile 
company. He earned R300 a week with no pension, medical or life 
insurance benefits. He had no private insurance and Indrani did not 
receive any money upon his death in 2009. Indrani’s youngest son is 
fifteen and attends Golden Gateway, a local school in Chatsworth for 
children with special needs. Indrani receives a disability grant of R1 200 
a month for him. Although this money provides her family with some 
essential items, it is barely enough to feed her family.

Indrani’s daughter is nineteen years old, already married and with 
two children for whom Indrani is responsible. Her daughter was forced 
into marriage by Bala at the age of sixteen when she became pregnant 
as he wanted to protect the ‘reputation’ of the family. According to 
Indrani, ‘the worst thing that can happen is having a daughter in your 
house that is pregnant and not married, the community can cut you out 
and put you on the street, it is a very shameful thing to happen’. Her 
son-in-law’s family, also poor, want nothing to do with their son and 
his wife. Her son-in-law works sporadically due to the high unemploy-
ment rate. Like her mother, Indrani’s daughter is trapped in marriage.

Indrani’s mother had been a domestic worker for 34 years for 
Gori, who lived in Silverglen. Indrani began working for Gori when 
her mother died in 2000. She did general domestic work and catering 
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for the family. Lacking education and skills and with the job market 
contracting all the time, Indrani was forced into domestic work to make 
ends meet. When Gori died in 2010, an old lady from Bayview offered 
Indrani a job on condition that she was ‘honest and hardworking’. She 
accepted the job and currently works for R50 a day, three days a week. 
She cooks, cleans and takes care of the woman from 7.00 a.m. to 5.00 
p.m. To supplement her income, on Thursdays Indrani assists elderly 
people in the community to go to hospital. She is paid R30 for this. As 
her bus fare is R24, her income for the day is a meagre R6. She is happy 
to continue to do this, however, as she sees it as an ‘honest day’s work’. 
She has tried in vain to find a permanent job. Though she survives on 
the margins, Indrani has not lost faith:

I cannot afford bread and milk without the use of my son’s grant and 
the kindness of my employer. Sometimes the Pastor finds me odd jobs 
in people’s houses. I go to work early in the morning and come home 
late at night. I wash, iron, clean, scrub and cook. I do whatever they ask 
me. Sometimes I don’t know what they will pay me. I am scared to ask. 
Sometimes I get R20 for the day, sometimes R50 or even R70. I take what 
they give me. I do honest work and God looks out for me.

Anitha

What can I do, I got little money, no husband, and my family chase me 
away if I go there. I am trying to survive, maybe if I die things will be okay, 
I don’t know what will happen to my children, they are clever, I feel like 
leaving them at child welfare sometimes. I don’t know what to do. I work, 
I sleep, I eat, I cook, my life is hard. I don’t have time to pray, so God is 
not on my side.

Anitha is a 32-year-old domestic worker from Westcliff. She was born 
and brought up in her family home in Bayview. She is not married and 
has two children out of wedlock, aged fourteen and twelve. She became 
pregnant by her then boyfriend who promised to marry her but did 
not. Her story is characterised by shattered dreams and broken prom-
ises, all of this in the form of patriarchal embodiment in the man she 
loved, cared for and revered. Her life and that of her two daughters is 
now about survival: ‘I had no chance, I did not know he was married, 
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he does not want to know me. I need this job or I will be on the street.’
Anitha has constant worry about how she is ‘going to put bread on 

the table for me and my children’. She has not seen the father of her chil-
dren in a long while. She learnt that he was already married after they 
had children together and is now left with the effects of their actions.

My name is spoilt and no one wants to give me a job. I did not finish 
school; I did not like to study. My parents kicked me out of the house. 
I live in an outbuilding. I work for the people who own the outbuilding. I 
don’t pay rent and they give me R500 a month. They give me food some-
times. I got one room and a toilet. We cook in the room. I clean for them, 
look after their children, I look after the old people in the house, take 
them to the toilet, bath them. I do everything for them. People judge you 
here and they think I am low class because I got pregnant and I work as 
a maid. My daughters also have to work on Saturdays. I make food and 
they sell it. I also go with men sometimes on a Sunday. I need the money, 
I get paid R50. I am too shy to tell you what I do.

Anitha is forced, as a result of broken promises, to make difficult 
and sometimes life-threatening choices. She has the responsibility of 
preserving the family unit; ironically, her financial circumstances mean 
that she has to engage in activities that may be seen as compromising 
the very values she is trying desperately to preserve.

Hema

I was the only daughter. I have four brothers. When my parents died my 
brothers took all the money. I live in my parents’ house with my brothers 
and the wives. They want me to stay at home and look after the children 
and clean the house. They pay me R500 a month. If I don’t clean, they 
hit me. I was supposed to get money when my parents died. They ate my 
money; they say if they give it to me I will waste it. They think because I 
am not married I can’t look after my money. They treat me like the maid.

Hema is in her forties. With sadness written on her face, she narrated 
her story which is characterised by painful life experiences, mostly as 
a direct result of limited access to resources and a patriarchal family 
structure. Hema was born in 1971 in Chatsworth. She completed 
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matric in 1990 and was keen on studying nursing. Her parents encour-
aged her in this pursuit but she failed to secure a bursary to attend a 
nursing programme. Hema’s mother died in 1993 and her father two 
years later. In the years preceding their death Hema had to assist with 
housework as her mother became ill and increasingly frail. After her 
mother’s death, she took care of her father and the housework.

The responsibilities that were thrust upon her at such a young age left 
Hema with little time to meet people of her own age. She had planned 
to use her portion of the inheritance money to study nursing but did 
not receive this money. She trusted her brothers and signed all the forms 
that they asked her to sign, not realising that she had signed over her 
portion of the inheritance. After the death of her parents, Hema began 
to look for a job but failed to secure permanent work – not surprising, 
given her lack of education and skills, and the contraction of the labour 
market in the 1990s. According to Hema:

I can’t do anything, go anywhere. I have to ask them to take me every-
where, they keep me away from everyone. I got no friends. I am 40 now, 
who is going to marry me? I am worried what happens when they finish 
eat[ing] all the money up, they will throw me away. I am their maid. If 
they throw me away I will go look for a job looking after old people or 
children. The family children love me. My brothers say they feed me, give 
me a place to stay and R500 a month, they say I am so lucky they look 
after me. They tell me no one wants me, that’s why I am not married. I 
am old and finished.

Hema survives as a domestic worker in her own household. She 
currently cooks, cleans, does washing and ironing, and takes care of 
her nieces and nephews daily, including weekends. There is a sadness 
around this for Hema:

My sister-in-laws live like queens, they go visiting, shopping in town, they 
don’t worry about the children or the cooking. They don’t give me money 
to buy food, they want to control everything. Maybe they think I will eat 
the money. They always put me in trouble with my brothers even if I did 
all my jobs for the day.

One way of looking at Hema’s story is to see her as a woman whose 
brothers assume that she cannot make proper use of her money and 
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who, in the absence of their father, have taken on the role of ‘guardian’, 
since ‘a woman is not fit to depend upon herself’ (Meer et al. 1990). 
Alternatively, it can be seen as a case of pure greed. Hema’s brothers 
know that as a single, uneducated, dependent woman, she lacks the 
resources and wherewithal to challenge them in the courts of law.

Even democracy has not helped
According to Grant (1997), ‘until poor black women no longer do the 
work it will remain unskilled labour’. What gives domestic workers 
a stigma, according to Grant, is not the nature of the work they do 
but the characteristics of those who perform the job. They tend to be 
‘from poor backgrounds, [have] no education and have little oppor-
tunities or no other opportunities given their lack of education.’ This 
description applies to all three women in this chapter. These stories are 
important, in the first instance, in providing an insight into the inter-
personal relationship between employer and servant. But the vulnera-
bility and conditions of service of these women does not depend only 
on their relationship with their employers. The wider political economy 
is key and includes such factors as opportunities for education, levels of 
unemployment and labour laws, all of which determine the life chances 
of individuals and their relationship with employers. These narratives 
underscore the fact that, contrary to the perception that the expansion 
of education and factory work opportunities from the 1960s improved 
the life chances of Indians, and women in particular, there were and are 
many women who barely survive on the margins, such as those working 
in the domestic sector, where they have been subject to various chal-
lenges and exploitation. There is an undervaluing of domestic work, 
notwithstanding its valuable contribution to the smooth functioning of 
society in general and of the specific families for whom domestics work.

In the post-apartheid era, the work of domestic workers continues 
to be perceived as having little value. This devaluing stretches beyond 
the household as workers receive little support from the government to 
ensure decent pay and conditions of service. Though all three women 
knew of other women in similar conditions to theirs, they are not part 
of any collective bargaining process. This is due to such factors as the 
lack of organisational skills, time and energy, and a sense of depend-
ency on employers. Added to this is the fear that any form of organis-
ing might result in them losing their meagre livelihoods. Challenging 
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conditions are not limited to poor wages and work conditions. They 
also face the additional challenge of patriarchy which has compounded 
their life circumstances. Yet, because the institution of patriarchy is 
founded upon supposedly ‘higher’ beliefs based on religion, culture and 
tradition, it becomes even more difficult for it to be contested.

Despite the multiple obstacles, all three women have sought in differ-
ent ways to make a life for themselves, even though the possibility of 
falling through the cracks completely is one that haunts them every day.
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Chapter 18

Schooling in Chatsworth
The Persistence of Inequalities in Post-apartheid  

South African Education

Mark Hunter and Goolam Vahed

Five years after the National Party came into power in 1948, it 
passed the notorious Bantu Education Policy Act of 1953 that 

designed separate schools and curricula for African people. Dr Hendrik 
Verwoerd, when he was South African Minister for Native Affairs 
before becoming Prime Minister in 1958, made it clear that there was 
‘no place for [the Bantu] in the European community above the level of 
certain forms of labour’. Subject to a similar racial logic, Coloured and 
Indian schools were located in segregated areas and funded at much 
lower levels than white schools, although at higher levels than African 
schools. This centrality to apartheid of education policy meant that, 
propelled by the 1976 Soweto Uprising, the country developed a power-
ful student movement which played a crucial role in the eventual down-
fall of the apartheid regime.

In 1990 the state, under intense political pressure, unbanned the 
African National Congress and released Nelson Mandela from prison. 
In the sphere of education, white public schools began to desegregate, 
introduce fees and gain greater autonomy through school governing 
bodies (see Lemon 2004; Chisholm 2004). These educational changes 
were consistent with a wider shift toward deracialising privilege in 
the run up to, and also after, the 1994 elections (Marais 2001). In the 
democratic era, amid concerns that whites might exit the public school 
system, the ANC-led government kept in place the semi-privatisation 
of public education, though it introduced redistributive interventions 
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aimed at assisting poor learners: a funding formula that favoured 
schools located in underprivileged areas; legislation that stipulated no 
child could be excluded for not paying fees; and the designation of the 
poorest schools as ‘no-fee’ schools (for overview, see Chisholm 2004).

Despite hopes that educational opportunities would be equalised, 
there is significant evidence of a shift in the post-apartheid period 
from a race-divided public system to one that benefits better-off fami-
lies regardless of race (Chisholm 2004; Soudien 2004; Lemon 2004; 
Fataar 2007). Studies making this point have focused on former white 
(often called ‘Model C’) schools and have found that, while promot-
ing a non-racial middle class, they also maintain the continued cultural 
hegemony of whiteness (see, for example, Battersby 2004; Vandeyar 
2008). In this chapter we take a qualitative approach and draw atten-
tion to the lives of two school principals, Bala Kamal and Lazarus 
Soobramoney, and one head of department, Prakash Nanjee, at former 
Indian schools, and the dilemmas and problems that they face. It is 
what these men (it is coincidental that all three are men) do in response 
that is noteworthy and interesting: they are taking tasks on with a very 
immediate sense of the challenges in Chatsworth.

Bala Kamal is principal of Summerfield Primary School in Bayview. 
He was born in Clairwood and moved to Chatsworth in 1963 and 
has lived in Havenside for the past 50 years. Kamal matriculated from 
Chatsworth Secondary in 1970, attended the Springfield College of 
Education where he qualified as an educator (then called ‘teacher’), and 
took up an appointment at Excelsior Primary in Mobeni Heights in 
1974. At the end of 1977, he transferred to Crossmoor Primary where 
he taught for fourteen years before getting promoted and transferring 

left: Lazarus Soobramoney: 
musician, pastor and principal.

right: Prakash Nanjee (left) and 
Bala Kamal.
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to Effingham Primary. He taught there from 1991 to 1993 before trans-
ferring to Dawnridge Primary in Unit 9, Chatsworth. In 1997 he was 
promoted as principal to St. Anne’s Primary in Umzinto, where he spent 
a year before being transferred to Summerfield Primary at the beginning 
of 1998. During 2010 when we spoke with Kamal, the school had 454 
learners, including 90 in remedial education and 18 in special education.

Prakash Nanjee teaches at Merry Hill Primary in Bayview, 
Chatsworth. He matriculated from Centenary Secondary in Asherville 
in 1975 and worked for seven years as a sports ‘rep’, before being ‘actu-
ally forced by my father to take up teaching’. He qualified in 1984 
from Springfield College. Prakash’s first appointment was at Seven 
Hills Primary in Unit 7. However, within a month he was transferred 
to the School of Industries, a reformatory for boys in Newcastle. He 
is convinced that it was ‘because of the political activities that I was 
involved in while I was at College. It was a form of punishment.’ The 
following year he was transferred to Merry Hill, where he has been for 
the past 25 years. During this period he progressed from a level one 
educator to Head of Department.

Lazarus Soobramoney of Lotus Primary School in Westcliff was 
born in Clairwood in 1956. Despite the grinding poverty in the area, 
he ‘grew up in a lovely warm place. Maybe it was because we had those 
coal stoves [laughs] … there was always something nice in the oven, 
you know. Mother always cared. My dad worked at J.C. King’s Broom 
and Brush Factory. He was a very hard worker…’ The family lived in a 
wood and iron home, without electricity or running water. The toilet 
and water was obtained some distance from the house.

Lazarus schooled in Clairwood. He describes the community as 
‘proactive’, and recalls that a volunteer teacher provided pre-school 
education at the local cemetery, ‘in a room where they normally take the 
bodies and do the prayer. That’s where I did Grade R.’ He did Grade 
One at Clairwood Boys and Grade Two at Durban South Primary, 
but around September 1964, his father was told that the family had to 
move to Chatsworth and he attended the Southern Cross School until 
Grade Six before moving to Westcliff Secondary in 1969. He matricu-
lated in 1974. His mother, he recalls, borrowed R35 and sent him to 
the University of Durban-Westville. Lazarus felt immense pressure. ‘I 
couldn’t fail one subject because I didn’t have R1.00 to come back.’ 
He completed a three-year diploma in teaching History and Music and 
started teaching in 1978. He enrolled for a degree in Biblical Studies 
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through University of South Africa, which he completed in 1985. In 
1988 he graduated with an Honours degree and is currently working on 
his Master’s degree in Education. Lazarus taught at Primrose Primary 
in Isipingo for two years then transferred to Westcliff Secondary. He 
has been at Lotus Primary for almost three decades, and Principal since 
1999. He sees himself as

not just a principal. It’s easy to get a diploma and a post. The higher 
calling is spiritual leadership and I give the school spiritual leadership, 
therefore the school is at the level it is. My superintendent, chief superin-
tendent, even director know that they are really not my bosses, God is my 
boss so therefore I can come and start at 6.00 in the morning. The other 
day, a child of mine [a learner] was hurt, I had to run from Clairwood to 
come here. Although technically I can say it’s not my business because 
it was after school, but that’s my child, so I rushed in here, and I’m here 
almost every second evening.

Changing demographics
The life histories of these three educators overlap with the brutal period 
of ‘high apartheid’, when the state forcibly removed hundreds of thou-
sands of people from their homes, and cities were divided into racial-
ised residential zones. When the Group Areas Act was repealed in 1991, 
some better-off black South Africans began to move to suburbs in which 
they were previously barred from living (the prevailing movement being 
from former African to former Indian, Coloured and white areas, and 
from former Indian and Coloured to former white areas). Nevertheless, 
sharp differences in house prices – especially when crossing racialised 
geographies – constrained a more widespread level of residential deseg-
regation. Consequently, the mobility of children to attend out-of-area 
schools is very common in South Africa today; one study, for exam-
ple, found that only 18 per cent of learners in Johannesburg’s Soweto 
Township attend their nearest school (De Kadt et al. In press; see also 
Hunter 2010). In Chatsworth, a considerable number of children travel 
to attend historically privileged former white schools outside the area; 
some also avoid their local school to attend what are considered ‘better’ 
schools in Chatsworth. In turn, a large number of African students are 
moving out of townships to attend historically better-funded schools, 
including some in Chatsworth.
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Just to the south of Chatsworth is the massive Umlazi township, built 
in the 1960s to house Africans and now with a population of 500 000 
strong. Attempts to control township residents resulted in single access 
roads being built, and this geography means that commuting between 
the two areas usually requires travelling long distances. One excep-
tion to this geography is when children walk from shack settlements 
on the north-eastern fringes of Umlazi to attend Chatsworth schools 
on its south-eastern fringe. At Summerfield, the catchment area for 
the school is, according to Kamal Bala, beset by ‘a number of socio- 
economic problems, there’s large numbers of unemployed here, a large 
number also collect grants, so the poverty index is quite high, and we 
also have a big informal settlement which is growing by the day, not 
fully serviced and, as a result, you find that there’s a lot of single-par-
ent homes, HIV-positive orphans suffering from illness and hunger …’ 
Some of the pupils are from an informal settlement called Cocabar in 
Bayview and others are from the flatted area of Bayview, which has a 
long history of struggle against the City Council for failure to pay rents 
and service delivery charges.

Around 20 per cent of learners at Lotus Primary are now African. 
Discussing learners who commute from areas like Umlazi, Lazarus 
says, ‘they love the school, their parents simply love the school, they 
love to send their children here’. He also found that they are overcom-
ing the language barrier. ‘By and large, because they’re kids, they catch 
up, because they’re young, language comes easy and so they [parents] 
love the children to learn English, they want them to learn English.’ The 
school, as far as Lazarus is concerned, has integrated well.

Despite limited resources, 
educators make a special effort to 
create an environment conducive 
to learning. 
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The ‘poverty score’
Under apartheid’s fragmented education system, which comprised 
nineteen education departments, the per capita expenditure per learner 
was starkly skewed: despite improvements in the 1970s and 80s, in 1994 
white schools enjoyed four times as much government spending per 
learner as did African schools (Lemon 2004: 270). A primary aim of 
the democratic government was therefore to distribute state spending 
in a more equitable way. Yet the large numbers of extremely impover-
ished (mostly rural) schools means that even relatively poor schools, 
like those in Chatsworth, are deemed to be privileged. Lazarus, Prakash 
and Kamal are all critical of the funding formula which categorises their 
schools as Quintile 5 (Q5), which is the richest category of schools and 
thus eligible for the least state funding.

The calculation of the ‘poverty score’ is determined by the National 
Norms and Standards for School Funding (NNSSF) of 2006, which is 
based on the income, unemployment rate, and level of education (liter-
acy rate) data for the school catchment area. In 2008, for example, a 
school in Q5 received R240 per child while one that fell in the category 
Q1 received R775 per child. These Chatsworth schools thus receive 
virtually the same level of funding as exclusive former Model C schools 
such as Westville Boys High and Durban High School which, in addi-
tion to state subsidies, levy massive school fees on parents. According 
to Kamal, they ‘can’t even work out how the department has arrived at 
something like this’. Prakash added:

If you talk about the quintile ranking of Westville compared to 
Chatsworth, I can guarantee you if I exchange positions with a teacher 
from Westville Boys or Girls, ask them to come and teach in this school 
with the same quintile ranking as theirs, they will not last two days, 
because the job description of an educator in Chatsworth is totally differ-
ent to the job description of an educator at Westville. There isn’t a single 
thing that they have to ask for – here the operative word is improvisation.

Controversially, in 2007, Lotus Primary’s quintile ranking was actually 
changed from 4 to 5. When designated as a Q4 school, Lotus was allo-
cated R105 444 for the 2007–08 financial year (348 learners), a per learner 
funding amount of R303. Lazarus was informed on 12 September 2007 
that Lotus would be ranked at Q5 for the next financial year. He submit-
ted a contestation on 27 November 2007 against the revised ranking 
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on the basis of the poverty of the community surrounding the school. 
He also noted that poor learners from Umlazi and Mariannhill who 
attended Lotus were not considered in the quintile calculations. The 
MEC did not respond to Lotus’s contestation but the school received a 
Final Allocations letter dated 8 April 2008 which confirmed the alloca-
tion based on a Q5 ranking. Lotus received R52 000 (325 learners) for 
a per learner allocation of R160. In effect, the school received R143 less 
per learner in funding from the state as compared with the previous 
year, a drop of more than 47 per cent in state funding.

In October 2008, the Legal Resources Centre in Durban assisted Lotus 
and ten other schools to challenge the ranking system. The submission 
argued that Lotus was ‘located in a severely impoverished section’ of 
Westcliff, known as Bangladesh because of the poverty in the area. The 
area consisted ‘mainly of dwellings erected in the 1960s as temporary 
accommodation for flood victims. The city never took down the dwell-
ings and they are now permanent homes for families living there.’ An 
estimated 41.5 per cent of the population between the ages of 15 and 
65 was not economically active. Only 9 per cent of parents paid school 
fees in full in 2008.

As Lazarus noted, the system aimed at redistributing resources 
does not take into account that former white schools have a head start 
because of the legacy of apartheid:

Go to Westville, for example. Their diving pool can’t be removed, their 
triple-storey building can’t be removed, their fanciful halls can’t be 
removed – they are already a hundred years ahead of us with all the infra-
structure, with the resources and with the finances. Here, we are a strug-
gling school, it almost seems as if the government bypassed us as (former) 
Indian areas. We struggled then and we struggle now. We are not begrudg-
ing the black learner at this time. The funds are rightfully going to the 
deep rural areas so that we could uplift our communities but, honestly, 
at this school the amount they give me is not enough to run the school.

It is perhaps not surprising, since former Model C schools offer amen-
ities that are quite close to those of private schools, that their students 
tend to perform very well in the final year matriculation exams. Well-
resourced schools are able to pay for ‘enrichment’ teachers, assistants 
to overcome ballooning class sizes, and extra sport and curricular 
activities, all of which deepens the disparity in education. And in a 
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system where class and race are closely intertwined, the majority of 
white public school students today study at former Model C schools, 
usually those with the highest fees and thus best facilities. Whites are 
also over-represented in fully private schools.

In contrast, Lazarus does not have enough state or school fees money 
to run his school. There was a shortfall in funding for stationery, for 
example, and he raised additional funds to provide learners with 
stationery. It cost R36 000 per annum for a security guard, which the 
department refused to provide. The school pays R7 000 per month for 
water and electricity which is charged at the industrial rate, with the 
government and Ethekwini Municipality turning down requests for a 
concession. The school pays R20 000 per annum to insure the school’s 
printing machine ‘because I can’t afford it if the drum goes’. With print-
ing and paper charges, it costs R40 000 a year to provide worksheets 
for learners. The school also pays for the bins and maintenance of fire 
extinguishers. Lazarus takes great pride in his school:

I need my school to be very neat. I have a full-time groundsman whom I 
pay so that he can take care of this. Grass-cutting this whole area costs 
almost R7 500 a month. Honestly, I can’t afford it [but] the outside is kept 
neat. I’ve also put out a tender to businesses – couldn’t you come in here 
and clean the area and pay me a small rent to park your trucks or some-
thing so I could get some money for the learners.

School fees
Though the South African Schools Act of 1996 exempts poor families 
from paying school fees, controversially the government does not credit 
schools for the shortfall resulting from fee exemptions. This means that 
schools that admit poor students are in effect penalised. At the same 
time, the government designated Q1 and Q2 (largely rural) schools as 
non-fee-paying schools and provided them with extra funding to make 
up for their lack of fees. These three Chatsworth schools fall between the 
cracks of the public funding system: they are too ‘rich’ to be designated 
as ‘no fee’ schools, but too poor to raise fees. According to Lazarus:

Ninety per cent of my learners can’t pay and I understand. I can’t apply 
the South African Schools Act here. For instance, you can’t, in this area, 
send a lawyer’s letter to a parent because you already know his or her 
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plight. The last bit of furniture he has, how do you remove that? I can’t 
send them any of these fanciful things because it’s meant for the elites. 
Here, many of our people are already in arrears for their lights and water 
and one parent told me, ‘Sir, what’s your R400 arrears?’

While former Model C schools charge school fees of up to R25 000 per 
annum, these Chatsworth schools are not able to supplement the school 
subsidy through much-needed school fees. At Summerfield the school 
fee has been set at R200 per annum since 2005. In 2010 only 7 per cent 
of children paid their fees. At Merry Hill, in Prakash’s words, ‘we are 
in a little better-off situation in that we collect about 30 per cent of our 
school fees, which are at R500 per learner. We service a similar area 
but, at the same time, there are a few pupils that attend our school that 
are from a little better-off part of Unit 2 and they are subsidising the 
poorer ones.’

Fundraising
Fundraising has increasingly become an intrinsic and difficult part of 
the job description of educators. As Prakash points out, the role of 
educators has changed over the past two decades:

When we started off teaching, the state provided basically everything. 
Presently the school is run like a business because the Department gives 
basically nothing, so the role of the educator has changed and more 
emphasis is placed on the sustainability of the school so that you can 
retain your job. This requires a lot of time spent on fundraising, organis-
ing sponsors, training learners for proms, and other activities, rather than 
getting in the classroom and doing a job 100 per cent as an educator. We 
have proms, there’s a fun run, there’s market days and other fundraising 
ventures that the educators organise to cover up the shortfall from the 
department.

Bala’s school faces a perennial struggle to make up the fiscal deficit:

Look, we can’t do as much as we’d like to do, we just go with the basics 
like, for example, we only got one cleaner. We can’t employ another one 
so the children have to sweep their own classrooms after school hours, 
right? We’ve let out some of the rooms to churches, we’re collecting the 
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rent. The tuck shop is let out, so that’s how we generating some income 
for the daily running of the school. But it is not enough. Our water and 
lights, we can’t afford paying that. Right now [December 2010] it’s about 
R78 000 – we can’t afford that.

Given his success in keeping the school afloat on limited funds, Lazarus 
believes that he has ‘been blessed by God’. He raises funds by selling 
‘events – for instance, my Awards Night is a top night. We’ll have it at 
the AFM [Apostolic Faith Mission] Church where our children must 
be seated and parents are seated and the awards are fantastic.’ Lazarus 
also ‘sells’ the sports day. ‘Local businesses provide doughnuts, some-
one does the chips, everyone does something …’ Part of the school 
ground was rented out to the municipality, which placed two contain-
ers there when it was carrying out its upgrade of flats in the area. The 
school organises an annual Golfing Day, Fun Run, Spellathon, Mini-
debs, and so on to raise funds. The school hall is rented out to women 
in the community who, with sewing machines donated by the Divine 
Life Society, run a small informal operation. ‘I have to live by my wits,’ 
Lazarus points out.

Feeding Schemes
As a result of poverty in the area, many schools run feeding schemes. 
At Summerfield an average of 200 pupils are fed daily through vari-
ous donors. Kamal believes that the department and government have 
a moral duty to provide this. Instead, teachers use their own transport 
to collect sandwiches from organisations such as Divine Life and local 
temples, for distribution at the school. At Lotus, Lazarus feeds around 
a hundred children every school day. These are learners who do not 
carry lunch to school. The school provides sandwiches, prepared by 
volunteer organisations without publicity; ‘some of them don’t even 
want a word of thanks. They simply want to provide the eats, like, for 
instance, a lady from Standard Bank with her colleagues, for six years 
now she just brings in individually cling-wrapped hot dog roll and she 
makes two extra for her own children to take to school.’ The sandwiches 
are distributed discreetly: ‘We know who’s who, where they won’t be 
embarrassed and hurt [as they would] if done openly, it becomes their 
own lunch. And some days, I would take a slice and have it in front of 
the children to say, “it’s fit for the principal”.’
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Continuing problems
The funding raised through the initiative of educators is, as Bala 
explains, insufficient and children are denied what in many parts of the 
world would be regarded as a basic right:

If you look at the basic things, what the kids need here – stationery. Many 
of them don’t have stationery. If you look at maintenance of the school 
building, it’s deteriorating. When children come, the environment has got 
to be conducive to learn. If you take a look, a hot day like this, you don’t 
even have a fan in the classroom. How do the kids manage with asbestos 
roofs? We [also] need more persons employed. For example now, we just 
got our computer rooms organised but we haven’t got a computer teacher. 
Albaraka Bank helped us out for the computers. One of the things we 
want to be part of the curriculum is Physical Education but we don’t 
have a PE specialist here. You need the extra coaching to build sports-
men and sportswomen. The other problem is things like worksheets. We 
cannot just run out any because we don’t have the funds to buy duplicat-
ing paper. We still don’t have a library. Now that’s fundamental, we talk 
about promoting literacy, how do you do that without a library?

Prakash pointed to similar problems at Merry Hill. ‘I think the last time 
our school was painted was about seventeen years ago’ (1993). In class-
rooms the paint ‘is flaking. If you use Prestik on the wall, when you take 
the chart out, the paint and plaster comes off with the Prestik.’ There 
are other more serious problems:

There is a major drug problem in the area but the school cannot afford 
security. After vacations, when we get back, our copper pipes are missing, 
taps are broken, light fittings stolen, cast-iron man-hole covers are miss-
ing, because they generate revenue for drug users. So everything that you 
purchase with hard effort on the part of the teachers is gone – the soft 
target is the school. So now we are sitting in situations where doors are 
crashed down, classrooms don’t have window panes, manhole covers – 
we are now actually making concrete casks to cover it so that the learners 
don’t fall into big holes. This is making running of a school very difficult.

Concluding remarks
In the post-apartheid period, as the testimonies of these three educators 
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vividly show, educational inequalities have not disappeared but simply 
changed in form. The fee-based market in education means that better-
off families from Chatsworth are sending their children to Model C 
schools outside the area. Since poorer families living in Chatsworth 
are the mainstay of local schools, they are often unable to pay fees. In 
turn, children from townships such as Umlazi are accessing Chatsworth 
schools; in some cases children from informal settlements on the town-
ship’s northern fringes are walking to these schools. The classification 
of many essentially poor schools as Q5 (rich) institutions supports the 
point made by Kanjee and Chutgar (2008) who notes that the policy 
‘ignores the diverse nature of households and the composition of the 
school’s learners’. One very strong reason for this failure is that schools 
are not reimbursed by the government when they give fee remissions; 
they thus shoulder the burden on their own.

Notwithstanding the odds they face, people like Lazarus 
Soobramoney, Prakash Nanjee and Bala Kamal remain committed to 
their vocation. Lazarus, for example, emphasised that he has to

take care of the whole school. What my main task is, the whole world 
must know this, my main task is teaching, learning and assessment. I’m 
the instructional leader. I don’t want to short-change these learners by 
doing all the extras. I want to do the extras after I’ve done my core work. 
This child must meet the child from Crawford, come on, give this child an 
opportunity in life. I’m telling my staff that in this community, you must 
have a calling to be here because I want to know about the life of this 
child. Beside the A B Cs, the child could be in pain, you know. Do that 
[academic work], and also take care of the children. I have almost visited 
every home in the community. If a child messes around, I say, I’m seeing 
your dad tonight. Please, please, please, sir … you know. They know I’m 
on the ball here.

As Lazarus’s testimony suggests, the state needs to rethink its educa-
tion policy if it is serious about promoting educational equality. The 
funding formula benefits the poorest schools but inexplicably clumps 
together still poor and very rich schools in the same Q5 category. Yet, 
these examples also show that school leadership plays an important 
role in the kind of education that learners are receiving. These schools 
are coping in spite of, not because of the state. At Lotus, for exam-
ple, Lazarus is determined to provide better education for locals, which 
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includes using stimulants such as art, music and visual mediums. He 
has invested heavily in creating a stimulating environment for teaching 
and learning. Buildings, hallways and corridors have been painted with 
messages depicting respect, social awareness, environmental conserva-
tion and the protection of the planet. Local artist Avindhran Pillay of 
Croftdene has painted many of these bold and inspiring murals. On the 
several occasions that we visited, we were impressed by the impeccable 
lawns, the brightly painted murals, the orderly teaching and well-man-
nered learners. In another initiative, Lazarus and Kamal, together 
with community newspaper The Rising Sun and local schools Summit 
Primary, AYS Memorial, Chatsworth Secondary, Shallcross Secondary, 
Witteklip Secondary, Glenover Secondary and Simla Primary, started a 
‘donate-a-book’ campaign to increase literacy in the area.

Education can improve the earning potential of the poor – extremely 
important in a country where income is so highly skewed. To effect this, 
the differential in the quality of education, with learners in predom-
inantly ‘black’ areas continuing to receive inferior education, has to 
be addressed. There is a need to provide resources as well as use these 
more effectively and efficiently. These case studies point to examples 
of hard-working, dedicated teachers, high teacher productivity, and a 
degree of community commitment that seeks to make schools func-
tion as productive units. While additional fiscal resources alone may 
not always succeed in addressing problems, in this case additional 
resources, coupled with the good administration and management that 
is already evident, will help the local community considerably.
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Chapter 19

A Beacon of Hope in Montford

Evangelos Mantzaris

When a person you admire and respect calls to invite you for a 
special occasion, it is impossible to say no. Especially when 

temporarily unemployed, as is usually my status. Dr Anshu Padayachee, 
an old colleague from the University of Durban-Westville and renowned 
founder of the Advice Desk for Abused Women, invites me to visit the 
‘poorest and best school in Durban’. I respond that it will be an honour 
to visit such a school, in Inanda, KwaMashu, Umlazi or wherever. She 
provides me with the name of the school and the address: Beacon Ridge 
Primary, Road 706, Montford, Chatsworth.

I leave early so that I can cruise there. I drive, moving around. First, 
cruise around Chatsworth Centre: span of laaities hang around the 
corners, some wearing school uniform. They choon loudly about 
Manchester United and that goal that Rooney scored. Old gogos carry 
newborns strapped on their backs and 20-kg IWISA mealie-meal bags 
in their hands. Pass through the market; buzzing. Buy two kilos jam 
tomatoes, R3.99.

The friendly security guard opens the Beacon Ridge gate. I wear 
a blue shirt, black pants, my blue suede shoes and a University of 
Durban-Westville tie. I am greeted by a crowd of well-behaved pupils, 
who communicate almost mutely. They seem eager for the occasion. 
The children call me ‘Sir’; I haven’t heard the word in over twenty 
years. They ask me about my health and seem keen to ask me about 
my shoes, but they don’t. They wait eagerly for the dignitaries. They 
arrive on time. I have seen the dark ou before who steps out of the Merc 
to open the door for Dr Padayachee: Logie Naidoo, the Deputy Mayor 
of eThekwini. I expected him to be there; he is everywhere. He greets 
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cordially, looking at my shoes. Like everyone else, he avoids asking 
questions about them.

We settle in the well-prepared school hall. We are heartily welcomed 
by the Principal, Mr K.R. Vayapuri, whose eyes sparkle then get misty. 
He wears a black suit, a red tie, black shiny shoes. He humbly thanks 
Dr Padayachee and the donors for the handing over of brand-new 
computers and the laboratory. He is brief and to the point, outlining 
the problems of the school and its achievements. He is clear but he does 
not boast. The kids are extremely attentive, quiet and respectful. After 
Dr Padayachee’s short speech, Logie Naidoo closes the ceremony. He, 
too, is brief, for a change.

Then the programme begins. A ten-year-old Indian boy speaks for 
ten minutes. He speaks about education, peace and justice, quoting 
Bertrand Russell and Albert Camus. I am spellbound. Is it the power of 
Google or the zest for knowledge? Possibly both. I am sitting far away 
from the dignitaries on purpose, so that I can observe. Anshu is glued, 
Logie is absorbed, and the Dutch’s guys’ eyes have popped out. Then 
the dances: Zulu dances by Indian and African kids, perfection and 
enthusiasm combined with the zest of youth. Indian dances by African 
kids, done far more professionally than Bollywood amateur flops.

In the end, it is time for ululation, the kids overshadowing the digni-
taries in exuberance. Evidently this is the youthful way of showing 
appreciation for beauty and commitment.

Time for lunch. Dignitaries, teachers and I dish out mutton breyani, 
plenty of it. The queues are rigidly adhered to under the watchful eyes 
of parents and teachers. Second helpings aplenty.

I feel like hugging the tall Principal. He does it first, thanking me 
profusely. I tell him I have done nothing to deserve thanks. He thanks 
me for just being there. I ask him a couple of questions. He says that 
there are problems of safety in the school, but things have improved, 
though not completely. Things have been stolen, the school has been 
vandalised and teachers have been held up. The school services the 
people of Welbedacht East, one of the poorest informal settlements in 
the city. He says the school could not afford to provide fencing and that 
only 10 per cent of the students who attended were able to pay their 
school fees of R150 per year. The community and NGOs like Gift of 
the Givers and local businesses have done much in providing meals and 
help to the kids. A registration fee of R100 is charged on admission 
in order to retrieve school fees. However, he assured me that no child 
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is turned away because they do not have money. Another major issue 
that they deal with every day is the number of Aids orphans in the 
area. They had come across children who have been living entirely alone 
because their mother had succumbed to the Aids virus.

He said they have done their best to instil discipline and excellence 
and ensure that the community is part of the school effort. As he talks 
my eyes go across the table to the teachers, male and female. The 
women are well dressed, serious-looking and beautiful, the men with 
ties, jackets and relaxed but determined expressions.

I leave the school and drive towards Welbedacht East, stopping at the 
spaza shop to buy a ‘loose’ (cigarette) and make conversation. Sipho, 
behind the counter, is eager to talk about life. He is simple and wise: 
‘Life is tough, Boss.’ I try to convince him that I am not a boss, but to no 
avail. I walk around, talking to people. I have not done this in a while. I 
should do it more often.

As I drive back to the relative luxury of my Berea flat, the final words 
of the Principal haunt me: ‘In this school, Sir, we do not only build 
character, we show young minds the path to break the cycle of poverty.’

I walk up the building steps, still feeling the gentle hug of an eight-
year-old girl, her dark black eyes thanking me silently. No words. This 
is not despair, it is sorrow mixed with hope, the most powerful feeling 
of humanity. Hope for the future. Nurtured in Road 706, Montford, 
Chatsworth.
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Chapter 20

Construction of Masculinities  
among Schoolboys
 A Case Study of the Sunford Technical High School

Vijay Hamlall

This article seeks to go beyond questions of the apartheid legacy and 
the trials of the post-apartheid education dispensations by look-

ing at everyday social relations in a Chatsworth school. In particular, 
it examines the way in which boys have been asserting their maleness, 
while also looking at gender and race relations at the school, focusing 
on the way in which students seek to explain their behaviour and that 
of their peers. This study is based on the author’s doctoral disserta-
tion which examined masculinities as everyday practices in which boys 
are engaged in order to understand how conflicts sometimes evolve 
into violence. While the school was used as a basis for the study, I am 
mindful of the context of this site, the community of Chatsworth, as 
masculinities are not developed in isolation. The socio-economic envi-
ronment and cultural milieu of the surrounding areas are reflected in 
the construction of school and community masculinities.

School context
The pseudonym, Sunford Technical, is used to refer to the school at 
which research for this study was conducted between 2006 and 2009. I 
have been teaching at this school since 2001 and in 2005 was promoted 
to head of the Mathematics and Science department. Sunford was 
established in 1969 as a coeducational school with a majority of boys. 
Under apartheid, it accepted Indian learners only, but since the early 

Chatsworth.indb   260 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  M A S C U L I N I T I E S  A M O N G  S C H O O L B O Y S 2 6 1

1990s it has become non-racial, although there are no white learners. 
Initially, it offered a purely academic curriculum. Since the political 
transition in 1994, there has been an increased emphasis nationally on 
technical and vocational training to prepare learners for the world of 
work and self-employment, and Sunford was chosen by the Department 
of Education in 1995 as the school in Chatsworth to be transformed 
into a technical school. Enrolment has been steadily decreasing, mainly 
because of the school’s reputation of having unruly and ill-disciplined 
learners. This drop is reflected in the following table:

2005 2010

Indian African Coloured TOTAL Indian African Coloured TOTAL

Boys 784 152 65 1001 399 150 19 568

Girls 139 66 32  237 189 120 7 316

TOTAL 923 218 97 1238 588 270 26 884

As the table shows, while boys continue to outnumber girls as a percent-
age of the total learner population, the percentage of girls has increased 
from 19.14 per cent to 35.74 per cent. The Indian and Coloured learner 
population has declined drastically though the number of Indian girls 
has increased. The number of African learners enrolling at this school 
is steadily increasing (from 17.6 to 30.54 per cent), due mainly to the 
increase amongst girls. Schooling is a potentially significant public site 
that enables individual young people to develop non-traditional gender 
identities. A small number of girls enrolled at Sunford take up tech-
nical subjects which reflect their opposition to the dominant sexual 
and gender ideologies of the wider society. While a ‘rough and tough’ 
climate exists at Sunford, the parents of these girls generally supported 
equal opportunities along gender lines.

African learners at Sunford came from the informal settlements in 
Chatsworth, Klaarwater, KwaSanti, Mariannhill and KwaNdengezi, 
while Coloured learners are mainly from Marianridge. The staff 
consists of 36 teachers, 34 of whom are Indian and 2 are African. There 
are 22 male teachers including the principal, and 14 female teachers. 
While women dominate the teaching fraternity in KwaZulu-Natal, men 
dominate at Sunford because the curriculum is dominated by design 
and technology. Certain subjects tend to be regarded as ‘girls’ subjects’ 
and others as ‘boys’ subjects’ and this is indicated by most boys aligning 
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to technical subjects that provide them with skills suited to blue-collar 
work, which generally attracts a particular type of boy. The perception 
in the community is that boys who cannot fit into other schools because 
of academic and/or behavioural problems attend Sunford. Technical 
subjects include Electrical, Mechanical, and Civil Technology. Subjects 
like Hotel and Catering, Hair Care and Cosmetology are mainly 
considered girls’ careers.

Violence is prevalent in the lives of boys at Sunford and seems to 
be on the increase. In some instances it is sufficiently severe to result 
in physical injury. Intimidation, bullying and violence are often used 
by the boys to produce and reproduce the dominant masculinity at 
this school. The argument by Connell (2000) that within the gender 
order groups are related to one another in terms of power hierarchies 
is evident. Boys who do not conform to, who threaten or challenge, 
hegemonic notions of masculinity are disadvantaged and at risk of 
physical violence.

Conflict among Indian boys
Romantic relationships with girls was one of the main reasons why 
boys got into conflict, mainly to avoid humiliation and gain respect 
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among peers. In a context where race factors were at work, Indian boys, 
in particular, competed for girls’ affections and often got into fights in 
defence of their girlfriends. The following is one such example:

Cerwyn (sixteen-year-old Indian boy): When a girl is going out with a guy – 
just say she is a popular girl and she went out with you and she left you 
for some stupid reason and she goes out with another guy, then that 
guy will use this against you and this can cause fights – for example, 
he will say she went out with you but she had to leave you because you 
were like this or like that and she had to get someone better than you.

Girls are not the cause of the fight but the symptom in the larger strug-
gle amongst boys to prove themselves to their male cohorts. The cause 
of the conflict was the boys’ desire to avoid humiliation by reacting to 
the challenging of their masculine credentials. This fed into the compet-
itive nature of hegemonic masculinity at this school. Conflict did not 
always lead to violence. Contextual factors could make the situation 
more explosive. One of these was whether other boys were watching. 
Boys tended not to back down in the presence of others. Standing up 
for your girlfriend made you a ‘real outie’, that is, one who displayed 
qualities of normalised masculinity.
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Sohail (sixteen years old) felt that he had to fight for girls, whether 
he wanted to or not, to avoid ‘shame’: ‘I got into a fight because of my 
girl. I know that I could have walked away but there were people around 
there. The other boys were screaming for us and I felt I had to win.’ 
Sohail wanted to prove his manhood to others around him, and not to 
the girl per se. Winning the fight gained him additional prestige.

Conflict among African boys
Teachers at Sunford spend a great deal of time trying to eradicate 
gambling, which is more popular amongst African boys. There are 
serious implications for those caught gambling, yet many take the risk 
in spite of surveillance by security cameras and monitoring by school 
guards. These measures often have the opposite effect and provide 
boys with kudos within their peer groups (Campbell 1993). Studies of 
working-class, heterosexual, male adolescent youth (Skelton 2001) bear 
significance in the articulation of social class as a variable in developing 
masculine identities in school settings. Gambling is a common male 
pursuit amongst adults (parents, uncles and other family members) and 
boys drew on this as part of a process of claiming manhood. Sipho 
(eighteen-year-old African boy) explained how they gambled:

There is a pack of 52 cards. Let’s say for example I am shuffling and you 
are calling – the cards are dealt – and let’s say you called an Ace. The 
cards are dealt one to me and one to you. If the card that you called goes 
to you then you are the winner, if it goes to me I am the winner. You can 
put any amount of money as long as the other guy can match it. Other 
boys also put money on you or the guy who is shuffling.

Gambling resulted in a lot of conflict, sometimes between the boys 
themselves and at other times between the boys and authority figures. 
According to Claude, ‘If one boy gets into a fight with another boy then 
all that boy’s friends will jump in [known as ‘Rush Hour’] … When they 
lose their money they get upset and try to force that boy to give it back.’ 
While money was an important element in the gambling process, being 
cheated, rules being changed, and being disrespected were major causes 
of conflict. However, we must not lose sight of the masculine perfor-
mances and rituals taking place when boys gamble. Transgressions 
were a provocation. The refusal of the person who allegedly cheated or 
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changed rules to back down caused an escalation, and the refusal of the 
injured party to accept the situation usually resulted in violence.

Racialised conflict
Chatsworth was developed as an exclusively Indian township but since 
the 1990s more and more Africans have moved into the area, though it 
remains predominantly ‘Indian’ in terms of its demography and char-
acter. Most Africans are concentrated in informal settlements that have 
mushroomed in unused spaces. The divided history of South Africa has 
left the region with a highly complex mix of identities. Race is invested 
in the ways in which masculinities are experienced. Tensions between 
Indians and Africans have a long history as the structure of domination 
on sugar plantations in the nineteenth century was racialised, pitting 
Africans against Indians (Vahed 2004). Pressures for economic space 
and political rights between Africans and Indians continued to mount 
during the decades of the 1930s and 1940s and culminated in racial 
violence between Africans and Indians in January 1949 (Chetty, cited 
in Morrell 1996). There was another explosion of violence in Inanda 
in 1985. In the post-apartheid period, new sets of pressures continue to 
emerge, most of them around access to resources such as housing and 
competition over jobs, which permeates into schools such as Sunford.

From the boys’ testimonies and my own observations, it was appar-
ent that Indian boys, in their attempt to secure dominance over African 
boys, used swear words to antagonise African boys. There was an 
aggressive assertion of group values as Indian boys sought to place 
themselves at the top of the tree in order to ‘claim’ control of the school 
and remind Africans that they were ‘visitors’ at an Indian school. For 
example:

Sai: You see, the African boys must not act big when they come here. They 
must behave themselves.

VH: How do you expect them to behave?
Sai: They must behave like normal visitors that go somewhere.
VH: What do you mean?
Sai: When someone visits a place, you don’t go and do things all by your-

self – you listen to what is being said to you and the rules – they must 
respect that this is an Indian township and abide by our rules. You 
can’t be a leader here.
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This is what Lindo, a seventeen-year-old African learner, had to say:

The Indian boys do undermine us – for instance they know that this is 
their area, we are the outsiders and we should abide by their rules and not 
mess with them. You must be afraid now – and say okay I just came here 
to this or to do that, but we are not free to do what we want – they are 
undermining us because they know that we wouldn’t do nothing because 
we are in their area – that is why we have conflicts with them sometimes.

When African boys defensively (and collectively) responded to this 
challenge, this led to conflict. Racist words often became inflamma-
tory and antagonistic. Commonly used words to tease boys of other 
racial groups included ‘darkie’ or ‘pecki’ (African), ‘coolie’ (Indian), 
and ‘bruin ou’ (Coloured).

Patric (seventeen-year-old African boy): There are students that abuse 
blacks. Swear them and tease them.

Lindo (seventeen-year-old African boy): They [Indian boys] call us ‘peckis’ 
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and ‘darkies’, expecting us to retaliate. There is a lot of teasing – I 
do not challenge them, I keep my cool – I do not respond to what-
ever they are saying.

Lindo did not retaliate as he wanted to focus on learning and did not have 
time for ‘pettiness’. Other boys, however, did react when teased.

Sandile (sixteen-year-old African boy): They swear and tease. Sometimes 
I swear back too, because it is very painful when they call you the 
names that you do not like. They say ‘peckie ou, fuck off’. They take 
advantage and want to show off.

Minor incidents have the potential to become racialised:

Lindo: You see this boy who got into the ‘Valentine’ fight, he is my friend 
…The reason for fighting was a very small thing but I think it is 
about racial issues, who is the top notch in this school. It started by 
a very small thing – just by they bumping each other and because 
of that the conflict started … You see after they fought, there is no 
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conflict between them. They realise that they are both strong – they 
are in the school soccer team and they play together.

The incident referred to took place on Valentine’s Day (14 February) 
during a cultural show at the school. It was provoked by bumping but 
the deeper cause was competition for ‘supremacy’. Fighting across 
racial lines generally received a lot of attention from learners and teach-
ers. Siphiwe, who was involved in the fight, did not want to say too 
much except that he got angry and that pushing led to blows, but that 
subsequent to the fight things settled down and there was no enduring 
animosity between him and his opponent.

Boys also tried to assert their authority over other boys through 
verbal abuse that often involved swearing, which was used as a form of 
degradation. In most instances boys retaliated by swearing back. When 
the verbal attacks became too much to bear and the learner reached 
a point of saturation, conflict could escalate into physical aggression. 
Swearing often caused conflict across race lines.

Shivern (sixteen-year-old Indian boy): Some African boys too like causing 
problems for nothing. Like swearing – they swear you in Zulu. Some 
of the words you know – you don’t understand everything – but you 
know when they are swearing.

Indian boys reacted by swearing back and sometimes by using violence:

Sandile: The African boys and the Indian boys fight. The Indian boys 
are always starting the fight – then say you are swearing us, you are 
swearing us, and then they call their brothers and start to fight.

Conflict across race lines tends to escalate into violence more easily. It 
appears that while some Indian residents accept their African counter-
parts, there remain pockets of racial tension that is permeating into 
schools, where Indian boys want to maintain their historical domi-
nance. One obvious difference is culture and language, with English the 
home language of Indians while African boys identify with their culture 
by speaking in isiZulu.

It is important to note that not everyone embraced violence:

Sandile: I don’t like the fighting. I had this experience once – there is this 
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boy they call ‘Gummie’ – we went to the school sports – we were 
playing tennis – he came and took the ball and asked us – how far do 
you want the ball to go? We said bring the ball back and he kicked it 
away and said what are you going to do about it? We just went and 
brought the ball back and started playing again. He challenged us 
but we did nothing. The other boys may think that you are scared 
or gay but still I don’t like to fight. Some boys say ‘you must bring it 
on’. That causes the big fights.

Patric: They swear a lot and like to fight. I don’t mind him swearing – if I 
mind then I would get angry and get into a fight. I just keep walking 
– sometimes if they talk to me in a bad manner I ask them, why you 
are doing this? Sometimes they get more angry and try to make you 
fight – they force you to fight – but I don’t want to so I keep walking.

Boys like Patric and Sandile did not buy into competitive forms of 
masculinity and did not aspire to ‘belong’ or win peer approval; they 
rejected the school’s hegemonic masculinity and refused to be drawn 
into the game of ‘jockeying for position’. They appeared to be inde-
pendent in their thinking and could walk away when provoked. They 
were not necessarily physically weaker but had no desire to prove their 
maleness through violence.

Racialised school performance
Most teachers expressed the view that African learners (boys and girls) 
showed a greater desire to do well in school than their Indian and 
Coloured counterparts. They also tended to be less defiant and devi-
ant and more keen to follow school policies. Teachers expressed similar 
views:

Carrie: African learners are much more disciplined than Indian learners.

Tammy: When it comes to schoolwork the black girls are performing 
better than anyone.

Vinesh: Black learners are more disciplined and perform a whole lot 
better. There is a desire to make the necessary progress and improve 
their lives.
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Other teachers emphasised gender differences in the attitudes of 
African learners:

Ronnie: I find that the black girls are gearing themselves to actually doing 
something with their lives. They are more committed. But the black 
males have become lazier and take the easy route to life. They don’t 
pay attention – they are the biggest bunkers.

While we cannot generalise as there will be learners that perform 
well and others that don’t amongst all groups, it appears that African 
girls in particular are more committed to schoolwork, displaying a 
greater desire to succeed and advance their careers in order to gain 
independence.

Girls’ and boys’ anti-establishment behaviours
The perception amongst teachers and learners is that boys who had 
reputations for getting into trouble were more popular with the girls. 
Some boys indulged in anti-school behaviour because they believed that 
it would attract girls.

Sandile: Some of the boys want to prove that they are gangsters. They 
want to prove themselves when there are girls around them. They 
want to show off.

Sohail: When I used to get into trouble a lot the girls used to like me.

Ronnie, a female teacher with 25 years’ teaching experience:

I notice that these girls … that we generally like because they do well in 
school [and] they are respectful when you talk to them – they deliberately 
choose boys who are regarded as the misfits, basically bad boys. I think 
the reason is because they believe that if they could hook on to a wild, 
bad boy then the rest of the school population sees them as ‘The Female’. 
They get more respect. This has been troubling me for some time, why 
good girls are going out with bad boys.

Not all boys and girls subscribed to this way of thinking and behav-
ing. Many learners spent most of their time with the same sex (inside 
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and outside the classroom) and seldom communicated with learners of 
the opposite sex. Other learners, while spending time with the oppo-
site sex, were not involved in romantic relations at all. There was no 
evidence of cross-race heterosexual relationships.

Connell (2000) argues that the romance pattern of gender relations 
that exists in high schools defines masculinity in general. Heterosexual 
success is a formidable source of peer group prestige and feeds into the 
hierarchy of masculinities. Co-educational schools typically operate 
with an informal but powerful ideology of gender difference and put 
pressure on boys to conform to it. This may partly explain why there 
were no known same sex relationships amongst boys. Also, the idea 
that boys generally emphasised traditional male characteristics such as 
sexual prowess was evident in their choice of romantic partners. There is 
evidence that girls influence boys’ behaviour. Boys behave in certain ways 
to satisfy girls’ expectations and, in doing so, get into conflict situations.

 How do the girls feel about boys? Do they admire boys who try to 
impress them? What type of boys’ behaviour do girls like? What type of 
boy would girls consider to be an ideal ‘boyfriend’?

Zamina: Girls like boys to fight over them. It is a reality that the quieter 
boys do not have girlfriends. And some boys who are academically 
inclined don’t want girlfriends so it is no use for us trying our luck. 
Anyway, the girls like the violent boys more because they can stand 
[up] for themselves and they can stand for you too. Having violence 
in you is a good thing.

Anneline: Let’s say that you are going out with an intelligent boy – you 
feel embarrassed because they will call him a ‘geek’ and stuff and 
you will be labelled like him.

Zamina: A guy who likes to intimidate other children and have big mouth 
with teachers and hits other children is like popular, and nobody 
wants to mess with him, so if a girl is going out with a guy like this 
then everyone will want to know him so they will want to know her.

These views are important. As Zamina, the deputy head girl, related, 
there was intense pressure from peers for girls to get a boyfriend. This 
was seen as proof of girls’ normal heterosexuality and provided some 
sort of status. Boys who had girlfriends also enjoyed a certain status. 
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Renold (2007) argues that heterosexual relationships at school bolster 
young men’s and young women’s reputations. There were a range of 
strategies involved in girls’ public stances towards boys at Sunford. 
Some girls (especially the popular ones) spent a lot of time socialising 
with boys who had a reputation for being aggressive; others, however, 
preferred boys who were peaceful and non-violent; many resisted this 
pressure. The fact that some girls were attracted to boys who were 
confrontational (‘big mouth with teachers’) put pressure on boys to 
behave in this manner to satisfy the expectations that girls had of them. 
This sometimes got them into trouble with other boys, school author-
ity, parents or police.

Concluding remarks: school’s reaction to violent behaviour
The school has put several mechanisms in place to maintain discipline. 
This includes a solid wall, two security guards, surveillance cameras 
monitoring ‘hot spots’, and learners being hauled to the office for 
infringing school rules. Sanctions, suspensions and expulsions are 
meted out to offenders. Occasionally the police have been called in to 
deal with incidents involving stabbings, drug peddling, or money extor-
tion. The school has a tribunal system whereby learners who infringe 
school rules are given a hearing which generally results in the minimum 
punishment of a five-day suspension. Rigid disciplinary measures can 
lead to frustration amongst boys which results in them challenging 
school authority and disputing policies, sometimes in violent ways.

The school does not have programmes in place to broaden under-
standings amongst learners across race lines or to handle learner 
conflict. While the population of African learners is steadily increas-
ing, Sunford has failed to take cognisance of the increasingly racialised 
conflict amongst boys. Racial tension tends to be seen as a problem of 
behaviour management or counselling or pastoral care or even peda-
gogy, when what is really needed is a more integrated and socially 
contextualised approach. Conflicts between African and Indian boys 
are dealt with in the same manner as any breach of the school code, 
rather than through a therapeutic or healing approach. This applies 
to most schools in the area and not just Sunford. The extent to which 
schools and communities are culpable in legitimating violent practices 
needs to be confronted in order to reduce racial conflict within schools. 
School practices and actions in addressing these issues must include 
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changing aspects of school organisation, disciplinary systems, images 
and practices of sport, peer group interactions, and relations between 
teachers and pupils.

The personal
I was born in Chatsworth in 1969, the third of four children, my parents 
having arrived in 1964 from Canelands in Verulam. They were allocated 
a house in Unit 3A. My father worked as a clerk at African Explosives 
Chemical Industry (AECI) from 1960 until his retirement in 1991. During 
these years, Chatsworth was primarily a working-class community, with 
most residents displaying a commitment to family, home and work. My 
father travelled to work by train, as did most residents of Chatsworth 
who worked in central Durban. Mother was a stay-at-home mum and 
wife. As we grew up, religion had, and still has, a very important place 
in our lives. My parents instilled Hindu beliefs, values and culture in us. 
We attended the Shri Vishnu Temple in Unit 1 at least once a week. I 
continue to attend that very temple. I attended Summit Primary School 
which was situated on the same road as our house. Most of the learners 
lived in Unit 3 and we had similar lifestyles and values.

My secondary schooling experience was very different. For reasons 
unknown, my parents chose to send me to Glenover Secondary which 
was in a relatively poorer part of Chatsworth. Most of my friends went 
to Woodhurst which was a newly established school in a slightly better-
off area and closer to our home. Glenover was surrounded by rented 
Council flats in a neighbourhood called Westcliff which was informally 
known as ‘Bangladesh’. I assume it is because the poverty reminded 
people of Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries in the world. 
Educators felt that the boys who attended the school were ill-mannered, 
used vulgar language readily, and did not strive for academic success. 
Many also smoked dagga and drank alcohol.

It was at Glenover that I consciously began to develop my own iden-
tity and masculinity. My parents had always stressed the need for me to 
be well educated. I tried my best to follow their advice. While I did not 
join the other boys in their escapades of drinking and smoking, I spent 
a lot of time with them (in and out of school) and became part of their 
peer group. This helped me to better understand the challenges that 
they experienced in daily life. The boys were proud to be ‘Indian’ and 
often used the expression ‘Charous are for real’ (meaning Indian males 
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are ‘cool’). I identified with this phenomenon at the time and felt proud 
to be Indian.

I excelled at school and while in some cases being academically 
competent can have negative implications in terms of relationships with 
peers, my peers admired and respected me, often drew on my expertise 
and knowledge in school matters, and readily accepted me in their peer 
groups. I was never short of friends at school.

I completed high school with a matric exemption in 1986. Amongst 
the Indian community in Chatsworth at the time, being a teacher was 
considered a ‘high status’ vocation. People respected teachers and 
always approached them with decorum. My older sister and brother 
were both teachers and my parents were extremely proud of them. 
It was almost a given that I would become a teacher as well. I regis-
tered at Springfield College of Education to study towards a teacher’s 
degree, which I completed in 1990, receiving awards in Mathematics 
and Computer Science. The family was very pleased and we became 
known as the ‘teacher family’ in the community. Wherever my father 
went he was sure to mention with pride that his children were teachers. 
After a short teaching stint (two years) in Ladysmith, I was transferred 
to Sunford Secondary in 1993.

This was around the time of the transition to non-racial rule in South 
Africa. The collapse of apartheid and the birth of a new democratic 
regime were met with mixed feelings by many Chatsworth residents. 
While most people were hopeful of new opportunities, there was some 
anxiety about ‘the future’. There was concern about all sorts of things – 
a backlash against Indians for purposes of revenge; an increase in crime 
due to the influx of black people into the township; and the impact of 
affirmative action policies. Most people, however, embraced the change 
and welcomed the new regime with a sense of optimism, as they lived and 
worked harmoniously with the black community in Canelands. Both my 
parents are fluent in isiZulu and familiar with Zulu culture. Like them, I 
too looked forward to living in a free and democratic country.

I met my wife Meena at Sunford and we married in 1994. We have 
two children, a daughter Arisha and son Vishay. Like many Indians, 
I am passionate about the sea and spend a lot of my spare time fish-
ing. I suppose this stems from our forefathers, many of whom were 
fishermen during the indentured period, possibly because they were 
indentured along the north and south coasts of Natal and possibly, 
too, because they needed the fish to supplement their meagre diets. 
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Fishing is also a great stress releaser from teaching.
After completing the B.Ed. Honours degree cum laude in 2000, I met 

Professor Robert Morrell at an orientation for M.Ed students at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal and was inspired by his presentation on 
schooling and masculinities, as I have lived and worked in a community 
where displays of male bravado were a vital part of local culture and 
tradition. I studied this phenomenon in my M.Ed dissertation (Hamlall 
2003) which revealed that a ‘hard man’ image of masculinity, which 
centred on violence, aggression, and competitiveness, occupied a high 
status amongst boys at Sunford, who felt a need to ‘prove’ themselves as 
real men. A number of questions remained unanswered, though: what 
were the origins of such behaviour? What form did violence take in the 
school and what was the place of race, class and family background in 
the prevalence of violence in school and in the community? These were 
explored in my PhD.

My interest in these questions prompted me to offer myself for the role 
of Teacher Liaison Officer (TLO) at Sunford. As part of the democratic 
change in education all public schools had to appoint a TLO to work 
closely with learners to identify their problems and needs within the 
school and liaise with education authorities where problems are identi-
fied. I witnessed first hand how boys engage in and explain to themselves 
and others why violence comes about, since not all conflict escalates 
into violence. My knowledge of the field comes from having lived in the 
community over many decades, from practical experience and academic 
study; and as ‘Master TLO’, it is my responsibility to train other TLOs 
to understand learners better and consider the importance of gender 
and race when dealing with learner issues, especially those of conflict. 
These meaningful interventions can benefit the wider community.
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Chapter 21

Young and Restless
Living ‘In the Moment’ between the Past and Future

Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed

Throb 
24th March … damn, I can’t believe its another year gone by that 
u are gone. today marks the 11 year anniversary of the Throb 
nightclub tragedy. 13 young lives were just snatched away. young-
est of all was my friend jadiene, still can’t believe u gone doll bt 
u made it to heaven before me so I guess u the lucky one. R.I.P 
Jadiene, and the other 12 kids, u all have been sorely missed.

— Evelyn Govender,top of form 24 march 2011 
at 6.44 a.m.

2 days before myself and my cuz Feroz (from meadowlands 
734) went up to Johannesburg for an interview. the day this 
happened our entire Crew (Johnny, Ritesh, Vern) basically all 
the guys i grew up with, called and were mocking us that we 
us that we stuck in JHB and they all going to Throb…when we 
got the news (remember that time we didnt have cellphones,) 
we marched to laudium (from Erasmia) to call.wont ever 
forget some of the stuff that went through our headsstuck in 
JHB and they all going to THROB. When we got the news 
(remember that time we didn’t have cellphones) we marched to 
laudium ( from erasmia) to call, won’t ever forget some of the 
stuff that went through our head.
— Sheraz Mawlalee, 23 september 2010 at 5.24 p.m.
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Social media is a powerful way to communicate and a Facebook page, 
‘Remembering 13 kids (THROB Disaster)’, is a perpetual reminder 

of the tragedy that struck the community of Chatsworth when thirteen 
teenagers were killed at the Throb nightclub in Croftdene, Chatsworth 
on 24 March 2000, during a stampede caused by a teargas canister deto-
nating on the dance floor where children were celebrating the end of 
their school term. There were around 1 000 schoolchildren in the club 
at the time. The teargas caused panic, and as the frightened teenag-
ers stampeded out of the club to escape the fumes, a narrow stairway 
wall collapsed, trapping and crushing many. Around 150 children were 
treated at the R.K. Khan Hospital for injuries that included fractured 
limbs. Postmortems indicated that six of the deaths were caused by tear-
gas inhalation and the rest from injuries. The youngest child to die was 
eleven-year-old Jadeine Mohanlal. Among the victims was also Rory 
Soobramoney, fifteen-year-old son of Lazarus Soobramoney, a popular 
figure in the Chatsworth community where he is the principal of Lotus 
Primary School and pastor in the Church of the Nazarene (Sunday 
Times, 26 March 2000). Painful as the tragedy is, Soobramoney has 
come to terms with the loss: ‘I bear no grudges against the men respon-
sible for what happened to Rory. God has asked me to forgive them and 
I have.’

Police Superintendent Anton Booysen told the court that when he 
arrived on the scene he found eleven bodies covered in foil and laid 
out side by side in the parking area. There were ‘hundreds of parents 
rushing around in panic, wanting to know whether their children were 
among the victims’. The inside of the club was ‘a shambles’ with shoes, 
make-up and empty beer bottles littered all over the place. Booysen said 
that ‘teargas hung heavily’ and he had to walk out several times for fresh 
air. The gas canister had exploded at 2.07 p.m. There were spiders and 
cobwebs on the emergency doors, which could not be opened (Daily 
News, 5 December 2000).

Anneline Ganesh was one of the affected schoolchildren. Aged 
fifteen, she had bunked the last day of the school term. It was Friday. The 
matinee session was due to start at 1.00 p.m. and they arrived at 12.25. 
Already the queue was long. The entrance fee was R12. By the time she 
got inside, the place was overflowing with kids, intent on having a good 
time. Anneline danced for a short while. It was extremely hot and she 
made her way to the stairs to get some fresh air. Suddenly, she was swept 
up in a flood of bodies. She tried to keep pace with the flow but lost her 
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shoes and slipped. Kids ran over her. She lost consciousness just as she 
felt the pain of bones snapping in her legs. She tried to wake herself but 
could not move. Two guys lying next to her shouted for help. She saw 
flesh above her hip split open. Her leg lay limp.

Anneline was lucky to survive.
Three men attached to a rival nightclub were arrested shortly after 

the event in connection with the incident, which made international 
headlines. During the subsequent court case there were emotional cries 
from the community for instant justice. Sumeshnie Pillay, aged fifteen 
in 2000, who lost her best friend in the attack, and Therushia Moodley, 
aged sixteen, both testified before Judge Jan Hugo as to how the 
end-of-term celebration ended in tragedy. Moodley was unconscious in 
the intensive care unit for five days; her left leg had been broken in two 
places and severe burns on her leg required plastic surgery. She also lost 
a front tooth and had facial bruises. She could not play sport, which 
had played an active role in her life, and did not attend school for the 
second term, which affected her Grade 11 year (News24, 30 November 
2001).

Sumeshnie Pillay was trampled as she tried to flee from the building. 
Her best friend, Gurasha Naidoo, died in the attack. ‘The reason why 
I am here today is because the deceased cannot speak for themselves. 
I speak on behalf of them and I want justice done because it is not 
fair that their lives were taken.’ Pillay was in the toilet when she heard 
screaming. She went to see what had happened and fell, with her long 
hair becoming trapped as others ran over her. ‘My eyes were burning, 
my skin felt as if something was eating it. I couldn’t breathe. I was 
frightened and scared and I thought I would never see daylight again.’ 
She fainted and was carried to safety by a man. ‘I was so happy to see 
daylight,’ she said (News24, 30 November 2001).

Forty-year-old Sivanathan Chetty and two accomplices, Selvan ‘Dogman’ 
Naidoo and Vincent ‘Sana’ Pillay, were arrested shortly after the incident. 
In December 2000 Chetty, the former owner of a rival Chatsworth night-
club, the Silver Slipper, together with Naidoo and Pillay, were convicted 
in the Durban High Court on thirteen counts of culpable homicide, 
fifty-seven counts of common assault, and one of illegal possession of 
teargas. They were sentenced to eighteen months on each count of culpa-
ble homicide, five years for common assault and six months for illegal 
possession of teargas. The motive behind the attack was competition for 
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business between rival discotheques. The sentences were to run concur-
rently. Pillay and Naidoo were sentenced to an effective fifteen years each 
while Chetty was sentenced to nineteen and a half years. On appeal in 
May 2001, appeal judge R.M. Marais reduced Chetty’s sentence to nine 
years because he felt that the original penalty was ‘so far removed from 
what I consider to be an appropriate sentence’ as to ‘require amelioration 
by this court’ (Singh and Laganparsad, 15 November 2002). The men did 
not even serve these reduced sentences to term. Naidoo and Pillay were 
released in February 2005 while Chetty, the man behind the attacks, was 
released on parole after six years.

Family members of the victims were irate when they heard of the 
release. ‘There’s no way I could have opposed this parole as I did not even 
receive a notification letter,’ said Jaya Pillay, whose son, Nolan, died in 
the stampede. Mogie Maduray, whose sixteen-year-old daughter Chantal 
was also killed, said: ‘Everybody said that the law would take its course 
and that justice would be served, but it has not.’ She felt that while the 
men were moving on with their lives, ‘what about our lives? These men 
took our children away forever. Six years is not enough for child murder-
ers.’ Danny Govender, whose son Sumeshan also died, felt that ‘criminals 
in this country have more rights than anyone else and no matter what we 
say or do, it’s not going to change anything … Nelson Mandela made 
a promise to the 13 families that justice would be served. But this is no 
justice’ (Andrew, 6 May 2006).

In the immediate aftermath of Throb, Nirode Bramdaw wrote in 
Business Day (4 April 2000):

The deaths ignited a powder keg. Furious parents have vented their anger 
– at nightclubs, each other, teachers, the state, police, and everybody – as 
a community reeling in shock is likely to. No one has blamed apartheid, 
but the social circumstances that led to this situation have their roots in 
apartheid’s Chatsworth ‘success story’ … [But] depressing economic 
conditions that intensified at the beginning of the 1990s struck the poorest 
first. There was a drastic increase in unemployment … There are hardly 
any recreational alternatives for young people [and many] follow the 
easy lifestyle of hanging out with their friends at the mall and acquiring 
the devices that go with it … Sociologist Ashwin Desai says Chatsworth 
youth ‘occupy a world made up of the shopping mall, the badly lit street 
corner, the video arcade, and the disco. Loose groupings are constantly 
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on the move. They have created a world where adults are absent. Adults 
are a disappointment to the youth. The police are not to be trusted, poli-
ticians are sell-outs, teachers are in it for the money and preachers care 
more about the collection plate than the flock.’ There is much rancor in 
Chatsworth. If the residents are lucky, the latest tragedy will spark some 
action, even if only in replacing the area police.

The tragedy did ‘spark some action’. A crisis committee was formed. 
Chatsworth-born Kerishnie Naicker, Miss South Africa 1997, got 
involved and invited former president Nelson Mandela to visit 
Chatsworth. During the visit on 24 April 2000 Mandela met with survi-
vors as well as families of those who had been killed. Mandela laid a 
wreath at a shrine at the Throb nightclub in honour of the victims and 
pledged an undisclosed sum of money towards a fund in their memory. 
It was decided to build a centre for the youth in the area. Kerishnie 
Naicker, through the Kerishnie Naicker Welfare Institute (NWI), facil-
itated the R12 million project. She persuaded Mandela to be patron 
of the Youth Centre and to assist with fundraising. With the involve-
ment of food chain Nandos, Irvin & Johnson Foods, car group Daimler 
Chrysler, and Debis Fleet Management, the Centre was eventually built.

Kerishnie Naicker at the  
official opening of the  
Chatsworth Youth Centre.
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According to Clive Pillay who runs the Chatsworth Youth Centre, 
‘the motivation of the committee in mooting for a Youth Centre was 
that the youth of Chatsworth were all too often exposed to drugs, 
shebeens, gambling, violence and discos, and they wanted to create a 
“safe space” which the youth could take ownership of.’ Even before the 
Centre was completed, a police raid on the Liquid nightclub in March 
2003, where another term-end dance was being held, found that there 
were 400 under-age children (the youngest being eight) amongst the 700 
patrons in a venue that was meant to hold 500 people (Sunday Tribune, 
30 March 2003). An irate Daily News editor, Dennis Pather, wrote:

[I]t is beyond the bounds of sanity, after what happened at THROB, that 
any entrepreneur with a modicum of morality or social concern could 
still flout safety regulations and put his patrons at risk … Any half-intel-
ligent nightclub owner knows what is going on under his roof. And, just 
as drug lords ply their filthy trade for profits, so too are they leading our 
youth down a one-way path to destruction. And if some mothers and 
fathers are still unaware, or do not care, what temptations their children 
are exposed to, they are not fit to be parents’ (Daily News, 1 April 2003).

The Chatsworth Youth Centre was officially opened on 14 October 
2003. It was designed by architects Sue Clark and Jen Juterbock who 
attempted to create a bright place to contrast with the dreary surround-
ings. Extensive use was made of steel and glass to draw in light and 
ventilation and take advantage of the sea views. The focal point of 
the Centre is an open plaza, which features a memorial wall featur-
ing the names of the Throb 13, designed by local mosaic artist Raksha 
Gorbaden (Engineering News, 13 September 2004).

Clive Pillay is literally as old as the township of Chatsworth. He was 
born in Bayview in 1962 to working-class parents. His father worked for 
a plastics company in Pinetown and his mother was a housewife. Clive 
attended Protea Secondary School, studied Fine Arts at the University 
of Durban-Westville and completed a course in Graphic Design at the 
ML Sultan Technikon. An illustrator by profession, he has been involved 
with the Youth Centre since it was opened and believes that it can help 
address some of the needs of the youth by, for example, providing 
entertainment facilities such as pool tables, computers, arcade games 
and sporting facilities, so that it would be a place ‘for young people to 
“hang out” instead of going to discos, gambling places and shopping 
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centres’. He wants the Centre to be a safe space for young people to 
socialise with others of their age and be able to discuss such issues as 
race and gender discrimination, drugs and gangs, and the importance 
of education.

Clive and a coterie of concerned individuals have been active in the 
Centre since its opening, largely because of their long involvement in 
youth issues and an understanding of what is at stake as these young 
people grow up. As a kid growing up in Chatsworth, Clive spent a lot 
of time ‘hanging out at the shopping centres’, and his life was only 
given direction when he joined a youth group called Helping Hands. 
His concerns about young people echo those that have been expressed 
in Chatsworth from the very founding of the township.

Historic concerns
The township of Chatsworth has historically had few amenities for the 
youth and this has, in part, bred some of the township’s social problems. 
Fatima Meer wrote in 1969 that in Chatsworth there were ‘practically 
no recreational areas – no club houses, or playgrounds for children …’ 

Clive Pillay (front, left) and a 
member of the Revolution 
Motor Cycle Club distributing 
blankets to the poor. 
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(Meer 1969: 94). Local Action Committee member Munisami Moodley 
reported to the Council’s Amenities Committee in June 1976 that in 
two densely populated areas of Chatsworth, ‘children have as their 
playmates reptiles and rodents, and stagnant water as their paddling 
pools’ (Natal Mercury, 16 June 1976). Beverly Anne Rowley, in her 
study of Montford, found that there were no parks or adequate recrea-
tional facilities, with residents linking this to problems such as juvenile 
delinquency, ‘hooliganism’, and drug abuse (Rowley c.1980s: 21).

Sam Pillay of the Anti-Drugs Forum moved to Chatsworth from 
Cato Manor in 1967 when he was twelve. The family lived in Unit 7, 
road 733, house No. 27 – the total disruption of his life at the time has 
left the address etched in his mind. There was little for younger people 
to do in the new township, so Sam

decided to do something myself with the community as a teenager. I learnt 
that there were lots of very poor people, a lot of people haven’t even been 
to the beach, so we set up this social club – Sunshine Social Club in Unit 7 
– and we did a lot of work. We got more than a hundred members, taught 
them some karate, to play the guitar, to swim, and from that the offshoot 
was the Meadford Sporting Club which is still existing. I was eighteen 
then and we did a lot of social work as well. I remember when there was 
a disaster at Meadowlands School – an excursion happened and some 
people died. We got the community involved to collect some money for 
the victims’ families. We organised bus trips to the beach. You know, as 
kids ourselves, at home we didn’t have too much, had [an] empty lounge 
– we used to get all the boys to sit in a circle and … it was very exciting, 
and to see those guys grow, it was very rewarding for me.

Other active youth groups emerged throughout the township as the 
first generation became teens in the 1970s. The Mobeni Heights Youth 
Movement under Shaun Pather and Kiru Pillay and the Kharwastan 
Movement to Improve under the leadership of Kesun Govender, Yogan 
Naidoo and others, are examples. These organisations trained young 
people who, in time, became active in student, civic, and political 
structures.

Helping Hands was a Bayview-based youth group, started around 
1980/1981 by Kumi Naidoo, Lenny Naidu, Richard Vallihu, Kovin 
Naidoo, David Madurai and Jay Ramluckhan, among others. Clive 
Pillay describes it as a ‘very vibrant organisation that took up issues 
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within the community, you know, we connected with what was happen-
ing in fighting apartheid’. Helping Hands focused on charitable and 
community work around issues of education, youth sports and fund-
raising for local charities, such as the Cheshire Homes for the Disabled, 
Aryan Benevolent Homes for the Aged, Lakehaven Children’s Home, 
and the KwaZulu-Natal Drought Fund.

The aim of founding members was to keep the youth occupied in 
constructive activities and this, in Clive Pillay’s opinion, ‘helped greatly 
in conscientising young people like us and, I mean, many of us wondered 
today where our lives would have gone if we weren’t fighting apartheid 
… It conscientised us in getting involved in community issues.’

Devan Pillay, who was treasurer of the Bayview Residents Association 
in the early 1980s, recalled that Helping Hands ‘was what we used to call 
the Youth Centre at [number] 240, road 240. And a lot of children came 
from broken homes. We used to go there and do our posters, underground 
activities. Helping Hands mobilised the youth around specific issues, 
like the Grocery Hamper Campaign – one house, one hamper – one 
house, one baked beans tin.’ The positive values that young people learnt 
through community involvement, Clive Pillay points out, is reflected in 
the contributions of members in a range of organisations.

left: Kovin Naidoo went from 
Helping Hands to become SRC 
President at the University 
of Durban-Westville and, 
subsequently, a Professor of 
Optometry. 

Kumi Naidoo (left), now 
International Executive Director 
of Greenpeace, photographed 
here in 1994 with ANC leader 
Walter Sisulu when Naidoo was 
director of the National Literacy 
Cooperation (NLC) and Sisulu 
was the NLC’s patron. 

Chatsworth.indb   284 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



Y O U N G  A N D  R E S T L E S S 2 8 5

Kumi Naidoo was an inspirational figure for many younger people 
in the community. Born in Fairview, Chatsworth in 1965, Kumi was 
involved in youth work as well as mobilising against apartheid. He 
was expelled from school in 1981 for organising a protest against 
Republic Day celebrations. Charged in 1986 with violating the State of 
Emergency regulations, he went into exile and completed a doctorate 
in Political Sociology at Oxford. He was involved in various civil soci-
ety organisations before becoming Greenpeace International Executive 
Director in November 2009. Kovin Naidoo studied optometry at the 
University of Durban-Westville, where he was president of the SRC for 
three years. In 1993 he went to the US on a Fulbright Scholarship and 
is currently Director of the International Centre for Eyecare Education. 
Derek Naidoo was Deputy City Manager of eThekwini from 2003 to 
2012, when he left under acrimonious circumstances. Lenny Naidu 
joined Umkhonto we Sizwe in exile and was killed by the Security Police 
in 1988. Richard Vallihu has been CEO of Transnet Rail Engineering 
since September 2005. David Madurai is CEO at the Department of 
Cooperative Governance.

Clive Pillay has been working hard with other civic organisations to 
make the Chatsworth Youth Centre a success. This has not been easy. 

Some of those who ‘graduated’ 
from youth organisations to 
excel in various fields: Richard 
Vallihu (standing, far left), Maggie 
Govender (standing, middle), 
Devan Pillay (front with dark 
glasses), Clive Pillay (sitting, 
second from left) and Derek 
Naidoo (kneeling, right).
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According to Clive, getting the Centre off the ground was ‘difficult, you 
know, it’s a new concept in Chatsworth. We never knew what we were 
going to do with it.’ Governance has been one problem. A Chatsworth 
Youth Centre Trust was formed with Kerishnie Naicker, Sivvie Chetty, 
representatives from Daimler Chrysler, and others on board. The prob-
lem, according to Clive, was that no one on the Trust lived in Chatsworth. 
The original Trust eventually fell apart and another Trust was formed, 
which includes Sivvie Chetty, Kerishnie Naicker, Troy Govender, Rohini 
Naidoo and others. Daimler Chrysler pulled out around 2008. SABC 
News reported on 8 July 2011 that the ‘Centre needs a complete refur-
bishment because it is in disrepair. It has broken windows, loose bricks 
and a neglected garden. There also seems to be limited activity for the 
youth at the Centre.’

Home, school and work commitments of parents and children are 
another problem. According to Clive, many of the parents work long 
hours and are often too tired to get their children involved in community 
activities. This puts additional pressure on children who have to see to 
their homework and also assist with housework when working parents 
leave home early and return late. Another parental concern is safety, as 
a result of crime and drug-related issues in the area. Transportation has 
been a problem from the beginning. As Clive points out, poorer chil-
dren have difficulty accessing the Centre:

If I want to get all the youth from the Bayview flats to come and play chess 

Lack of funding has made the 
upkeep of the Chatsworth 
Youth Centre a challenge.

Chatsworth.indb   286 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



Y O U N G  A N D  R E S T L E S S 2 8 7

or karate or whatever, it’s difficult, they can’t afford to come in every day. 
If we can bus these kids from the poorer areas here, it will be brilliant. 
Those are the kinds of areas where drugs are a very serious problem, there 
are not so many facilities and the physical conditions are so bad that it 
encourages young people to get involved with drugs.

Clive and others who work with young people are trying, though the 
various programmes at the Centre, to keep children in school, build 
bridges across race and gender lines, and inculcate positive social and 
community roles. Programmes organised at the Centre are aimed at job 
placement and skills development, including life skills around health 
and family issues. There are programmes to address gender concerns, 
foster confidence, nurture life aspirations, educate and give work train-
ing, in order to promote the individual capabilities of disadvantaged and 
unemployed young people. While Clive’s generation had role models to 
emulate, in the form of those like Billy Nair and M.J. Naidoo, he is 
concerned that ‘young people are just not shown real role models – role 
models are probably taxi drivers because of the number of girlfriends 
they might have or something. I think the role model thing is very 
important.’ One way to address this was to host positive role models 
at the Centre to ‘inspire the youth to aim for higher goals and achieve 
ambitions’. In February 2008, for example, the Centre hosted Arushen 
Moodley, South African Superbike Champion and the first black person 
to win this championship internationally.

Sports like table tennis, chess, basketball and karate are on offer 
at the Centre. The annual Poetry Africa Festival usually holds a 
Community Writing Forum there. The Centre also provides comput-
ers and computer literacy classes, and free matric tuitions in selected 
subjects. It regularly hosts career exhibitions and Recruitment Days 
by the South African Police Services, South African National Defence 
Force and Call Centres, as well as some private companies. Skills devel-
opment programmes have been run in conjunction with government for 
unemployed youth, providing training in plastering, bricklaying, paint-
ing and paving.

Long-term precariousness
While a ‘youth problem’ has been reported ever since the establishment 
of Chatsworth, there is something distinctive about the contemporary 
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moment. What emerged strongly from interviews with stakeholders is 
not so much a concern about youth delinquency or anti-social behav-
iour, as apprehension that political and economic factors have had 
a negative impact on the life chances of young Indian working-class 
youth. As Clark (2008) points out, ‘the youth problem is rarely a prob-
lem of young people’. South Africa has experienced massive economic 
changes since the 1990s that have seen jobs in the manufacturing sector, 
especially in the clothing and textile industries, dramatically eroded, 
while state schools in townships have lagged far behind the old white 
and private schools in performance. Alongside this, affirmative action 
is seen as hurting working-class Indian youth’s ability to get into higher 
education and secure jobs. While the problem of youth unemployment 
is a national and even international one, the local community tends to 
connect unemployment with affirmative action. As Clive Pillay points 
out, ‘with affirmative action they feel that they can’t get jobs, you know, 
it’s a very strong feeling’.

Driving through Chatsworth, it is evident that young people are the 
public face of this crisis, milling around in the park or sitting outside 
homes and whiling away their time. The ‘youth problem’ is not only 
due to failed parenting or a subculture of youth deviance against social 
integration, but a reaction to the structural dislocation and material 
inequality that has produced long-term precariousness. Clive feels that 
youth participation in activities at the Centre is increasing self-esteem 

Structural dislocation and material 
inequality has produced a long-
term youth problem. 
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amongst young people: tuition has improved school performance; career 
exhibitions have enhanced tertiary aspirations; and young people in 
general have developed a better understanding of the social context in 
which they live. While people like Clive are working to enhance young 
people’s life choices and chances, the aspirations of young people are 
constrained by the external social, economic, and political context.

Warrant Officer Derrick Chetty from the Chatsworth Police Station, 
points to a range of social problems that are complex and warrant deep 
reflection and investigation:

There’s a whole host of problems. If you look at, firstly, you know, social 
problems where you find both parents are forced to work so there is 
no parental supervision. Then, if both the parents are at home, due to 
circumstances, both the parents now could be at loggerheads with each 
other, there could be conflict in the home that has a repercussion on the 
child. Then, if you look at single-headed homes where there’s either the 
mother or the father, that creates a problem. So our youth really are not 
being led by their parents anymore – our youth are being led by other 
youth. As a community, and this is not a race issue, but I think as Indians 
we have lost our culture in terms of us taking care of each other where 
we had this kind of a community relationship. Now it is, ‘my child is my 
child, my responsibility’, and if you reprimand my child, I will be upset. 
Gone are the days where in our communities – we grew up like that – the 
neighbour would come and smack me and I would accept it, not even go 
home and complain. But today, if you find a youth doing anything wrong, 
God be with you if you complain about it because the parents come down 
on you – ‘it’s not your business, you don’t do anything about it, I will deal 
with it, that’s my child’. At school teachers are afraid to reprimand the 
children because of reprisals from the parents. We, as the police, we have 
to police nightclubs on the last days of school, whereas it’s the parental 
responsibility. And then, for example, if a child is under the influence of 
alcohol, you take the child to the home and tell the parent, ‘listen, here’s 
your child under the influence’ – and this is something I’m telling you 
that happened to me – the mother told me, ‘don’t you guys have anything 
better to do?’ and this was a twelve-year-old learner in uniform that was 
drunk. [Unemployment’s] a huge problem, huge problem and we seeing 
it on a daily basis, okay, if you just saw the two ladies that came here, 
they ex-matriculants. I see matriculants here on a daily basis, at least 
fifteen to twenty school-leavers that come to us to volunteer their services 
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because they can’t get a job. Most of them are Indian students and you 
speak to them and they tell you – I can’t get into university because of the 
money or I can’t go and do that kind of a job because of race quotas. And 
that’s the reason why you find most of these kids just hanging around, 
you know, nothing to do … So these are the problems that our youth are 
facing. They don’t have direction, they don’t have role models, they don’t 
have facilities where they can go.

It is ironic that the once militant community activists are largely silent 
on these issues. While some continue to make a contribution, like Clive 
Pillay and Devan Pillay locally and Kumi Naidoo on a global stage, 
many have chosen to eschew politics altogether; some have become 
government bureaucrats, while others have taken advantage of Black 
Economic Empowerment and become fabulously rich. It is also inter-
esting to note the way in which some of the older Chatsworth activists, 
who were so courageous in taking on apartheid, now represent the new 
ANC cadre, refusing to turn a critical eye on the present situation (in an 
Orwellian twist, they call it ‘discipline’) and have become Thatcherite 
in their approach to the poor. As one resident of the Westcliff flats, an 
old activist in civic struggles, put it: ‘helping hands has become hands 
that only help themselves’.

At the same time, the 1980s activists refuse to give up their control of 
the ‘Chatsworth ANC’, engaging in numerous battles with those whom 
they see as newcomers to the movement, like the old Minority Front 
stalwart turned ANC member, Visvin Reddy, and one-time civic activ-
ist, Brandon Pillay, now an ANC ward councillor. For a while at least, 
this vacuum was filled by local civic organisations. But these organi-
sations have found it difficult to sustain themselves, and this has left a 
greater hole in the local support networks and projects designed to help 
the youth of Chatsworth, while raising broader issues such as how, for 
example, racial quotas hurt young working-class Indians.
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Chapter 22

Mad about Drugs, ‘Mad Against Drugs’

Goolam Vahed and Karin Willemse

Over the past few years, Chatsworth has made headlines for the 
perceived drug scourge that has gripped the township. Marches 

are held, politicians weigh in and a myriad of psycho-social theories 
are bandied about to account for the drug culture. Often lost in all this, 
is the fact that drugs have always been part of the township. Dagga, 
then Mandrax, was smoked, and now we have the new drug of choice, 
‘sugars’.

Sugars has wide usage amongst the Chatsworth youth. Parents and 
community leaders have found it hard to confront the issue but at least 
it is openly acknowledged, and there are sterling efforts by some activ-
ists to offer forms of rehabilitation and counselling. In this chapter we 
examine some of the contributory factors to addiction and highlight 
two important initiatives, led by Sam Pillay and Jennifer Chetty, to 
counter this.

In the midst of researching this chapter we were confronted with the 
human toll that sugars was taking. Twenty-five-year-old Ravin Dayaran 
was found hanged from a tree at a park nearby his home in Montford, 
Chatsworth. Just hours previously he had confessed to his father, 
Ramlagan, that he was addicted to sugars. According to Ramlagan, 
they found his body at around 9.00 a.m. dangling from the tree. He had 
used his belt to end his life. In response, several thousand people took 
to the township’s streets on Sunday 29 July 2012 to voice their anger 
over the widespread availability of drugs in Chatsworth. The march 
was titled, ‘Mad Against Drugs’.

Sam Pillay of the Anti-Drugs Forum (ADF), who was one of the 
organisers of the march, warned the crowd that young people were 
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taking their lives when they could not ‘sustain their habit’. The commu-
nity, Pillay said, was ‘sick and tired of drug dens operating in every 
corner of Chatsworth. We are certain the police know of the dens but 
refuse to arrest the dealers’. The marchers handed over a memorandum 
to the police calling for immediate action to rid the township of drugs. 
Brij Maharaj of the Shree Sanathan Dharma Sabha said that parents, 
teachers and dysfunctional families were struggling to cope with drug 
addiction. He was pleased that ‘faith communities’ were proactively 
raising their collective voice but warned that they could not ‘function 
in abstraction from the social pathologies which surround them and 
should not shy away from engaging government and mobilizing their 
congregations to vigilantly monitor and evaluate state interventions’ 
(Brijlal and Naran 2012: 1).

The story of Ravin Dayaran’s addiction is one that many families 
in Chatsworth deal with daily. Over the past decade substance abuse 
has emerged as the major significant challenge facing the local commu-
nity. While the problem is a national and even global one, this chapter 
focuses on the causes of substance abuse and its impact at a micro level. 
While there has long been concern about the prevalence of shebeens, 
and smoking dagga (‘zol’) is virtually an obligatory rite of passage 
for many, addiction to sugars is almost pandemic, and this is of seri-
ous concern because it is very destructive. Jennifer Chetty of Sinika 
Uthando, one of many organisations trying to counter addiction, fears 

Sam Pillay of the Anti-Drugs 
Forum. 
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that ‘we [are] not going to have husbands and fathers in the next gener-
ation that are not on drugs’.

Popular consensus, according to Sam Pillay, is that the heroin-based 
sugars made its way to Chatsworth ‘around 2002, with taxi drivers 
and taxi conductors. They start the smoking here in the taxi rank – by 
Chatsworth Centre.’ Once you smoke sugars a few times, ‘you hooked, 
you can’t just stop because those withdrawals are pretty hectic. Your 
receptors in the brain will open up until you get some, and if you don’t, 
it will cause trouble in the back. Sugars is spreading like wildfire.’ Sam 
is one of a number of individuals attempting to do ‘something about 
it’ and it was at his office that we met several young people undergoing 
rehab.

Lee is 22. He started taking drugs in Grade Eleven: ‘All our friends 
and I, after school, like maybe twenty of us, sit in the corner playing 
cards. But then my one friend started with sugars, then they all were 
trying it.’ Seeing his friends regularly get high, he decided one day to 
‘try it. After I tried it, then came like once a week and then it started over 
and over.’ Initially he did not have a problem funding his habit. While 
at school, he points out, ‘money will come in, the parents will give, you 
can ask the girls, the girls pay cute boys just for talking to them’. As the 
drug took hold of him he began truanting and was expelled when it 
was discovered that, while ‘high’, he and his friends ‘bust 144 windows. 
Some teachers knew but before they charged us, we left.’ Lee eventually 
completed matric via correspondence and subsequently found work 
at a local paint shop. He gave up drugs about three times but always 
returned to it because he was ‘in denial. Now I gave it up hopefully for 
good.’ Lee’s latest rehab has been effective, he believes, because of a 
change in his attitude.

That time I should do it [rehab] for them because I was forced to, but this 
time I suffered, like my wages … by the first week I already borrowed my 
whole wages out for the month so I was working just to take that wages 
and smoke. I want to do this. When you in this situation here, people look 
at you differently, they have no respect towards you. I want respect. In ten 
years I would like to see myself own a house, car, I got a connection [rela-
tive], I’d like to be like him, living the large life like how they live. Hey, 
the man was sweeping the streets; today the man owns expensive cars and 
a building. Hard work got him there, but he messed up too, he told me 
about it, the only thing, he got his priorities right.

Chatsworth.indb   294 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



M A D  A B O U T  D R U G S ,  ‘ M A D  A G A I N S T  D R U G S ’ 2 9 5

Lee is thankful for the support of his parents who ‘helped me about ten 
times but I think this time everyone gave up on me, even my uncle, this 
time, even he was tired, they said, no, I’m just taking advantage because 
I give it up for three months and went back.’ Lee is grateful for family 
support as ‘most of our friends are in jail now, some of them are still 
smoking, and out of the twenty of us, I think only two gave it up, the 
rest, eighteen, is still [on drugs].’

Tommy is 22. His parents first noticed that something was wrong 
because they could see ‘my mood swings and everything. They used to 
ask me, you know, whether you’re doing drugs and I was very trustwor-
thy in school and I used to say, no, I’m not doing it. It came to a stage 
where I was getting so bad actually, down, I went and told them, that’s 
when I found myself in my first rehab.’ His mum ‘was very disappointed’ 
and did not tell his father, because ‘he’ll kill me’. Instead she ‘took me 
straight to rehab. I came out 28 days later and that’s when I actually 
spoke to my father.’ He was studying towards the B.Ed. degree at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal but because he ‘was drugging so much’, 
Tommy missed lectures and was given a final exclusion. He switched 
to Varsity College in 2011 and is determined to complete his degree so 
that he can ‘go overseas and teach. I don’t want to leave permanently, I 
want to come back.’ He fears, though, that as an Indian, he would not 
find work in South Africa.

Pat, now in his early twenties, regrets taking drugs because he ‘let 
down the people who loves me, cares about me, in church, a lot of 
people respect me so I let a lot of people down by going down the bad 
road’. He found rehab and counselling of great value. He says counsel-
ling reminds

us of what we’ve been through and also shows us we can have a better life 
and it shows us that this is the way you’re supposed to do things in order 
to have a better life. My relationship with my family is growing. It hasn’t 
got to a point where we’re comfortable around certain things but, as time 
goes, it will grow. My pastor plays a good role because someone’s there 
to guide you, give you advice, he’s there mainly to guide you. And I love 
swimming so I go and do laps in my pool at home – for half an hour – it 
keeps you on the right path, I believe. When you get tired you don’t even 
think about going to see your next-door neighbour or going to see your 
friend down the road. I need to have a good job, to make a good family, to 
bring up my children in Godly ways – and to have the best things in life.
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What makes sugars especially attractive is that it is easy to obtain in 
the township with minimum effort and is relatively cheap. The fact that 
people around them may be taking drugs means that young people are 
more likely to start using drugs. Sam Pillay is also concerned about 
police (in)action:

We believe that we have to get to the kid before the drug dealers do 
because we can’t cut down the supply, we realise that. We made a list of 
all the drug dealers seven years ago but all of them are still around, except 
those guys that were shot in drive-by shootings [involving the Arumagam 
brothers], and that is still the case. We told that to Minister of Police as 
well, you know, because of the corruption that we have in the police force.

Jennifer Chetty runs a non-profit organisation, Sinika Uthando, which 
also addresses drug addiction. It was at her office that we met Sally, 
who married when she was eighteen. She and her husband worked for 
a cell-phone company and their joint salaries allowed them to purchase 
an apartment. They had a solid marriage and two children. They alter-
nated day and night shifts and Sally came home early one day and 
caught her husband taking drugs. She threatened to leave him; instead 
he convinced her to try sugars, and she was addicted. Both lost their 
jobs as well as their house, their marriage ended in divorce, and Sally 
spent the next three years working as a prostitute to feed her habit. 
Jennifer spoke of Sally during our interview:

That young girl is clean for a week and a half, brought off the street, pros-
tituting herself, she’s been on cocaine, alcohol, dagga, sugars, she’s the 
mother of two. The same day [that she came here] we called the family 
in and we got some chemist people to help us, we got some doctors to 
treat her. We got her family into a programme on how to deal with her, 
we constantly monitoring her. In the next couple of weeks she’ll go into 
a programme of more healing and restoration – in a support group we’ll 
teach her how to be a mother, obviously for eight years she doesn’t even 
know how to be a mother. Her father was like blessing us a hundred times 
and thanking us a hundred times. She’s actually an ex-model, beautiful 
young girl if you see her pictures, and if you look at her now, you saw her, 
terrible, terrible, terrible.

The impact of drug abuse goes beyond these individuals. There is a cost 
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in terms of health, occupational productivity, crime, community, and 
low educational achievement, as Sam and Jennifer discuss below.

The Anti-Drugs Forum
Sam Pillay has been vocal in the fight against sugars in Chatsworth, 
writing regularly to newspapers, appearing on radio and television, and 
organising public meetings and marches. Born in 1954 in Mayville, Sam 
says his family ‘was forced to move to Chatsworth in 1967, 10th of 
December. I was thirteen or twelve years old. That date sticks in my 
mind [because] I was forced to move here – it was not a choice. I won’t 
forget that date.’ The family lived in Unit 7. After matriculating, Sam 
was accepted at university but for financial reasons he took up a secre-
tarial position at Truro Primary. He completed his BA degree through 
UNISA and subsequently taught History at Heather Secondary in 
Pietermaritzburg and Marklands Secondary in Shallcross. He retired in 
1997 so that he could ‘work with the children in the community, hands 
on’.

Sam is concerned that drug addiction is devastating families and the 
community. In his experience, the first reaction among parents is denial, 
‘no, not my son, and we tell them what to look for, the foil with dots 
on it, lighters in the house, and so on. So they bring them for tests.’ 
If tests confirm addiction, ‘they’re blaming each other’. Such relation-
ships often end in divorce. According to Tammy, the psychologist who 
works with Sam, parents are initially ‘very angry and hurt, so they not 
very supportive of the guys’. Eventually, they do tend to become ‘the 
support structure for the kid on the outside’. Mothers carry the greatest 
burden, according to Sam:

You have the mother who’s desperate, she will take him to one centre, 
nothing happens, take him to the next centre, borrow the money, and 
finally this guy – to support his habit, he’ll start selling things from 
his own house, the toothpaste, the Colgate. Everything goes missing. 
Sometime there’s two parents as well and they can’t handle this guy. They 
finally give up on him, they just throw them out. That’s pure desperation 
because they can’t afford to lose anymore. We get parents putting gates 
inside their kids’ bedrooms. Some parents will go report the kid, get the 
son arrested, put in jail …
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Sam points to the importance of networks. Some individuals, either 
because their parents can afford it or they are part of support networks, 
such as Lee, are getting appropriate support services. In the poorer parts 
of Chatsworth, by contrast, parents cannot access services and often 
report their children to the police to get rid of their problem or evict 
them from the house. In some instances, several women (the burden 
always seems to be on the women) get together and lock up addicts. 
While these women display enormous courage in attempting to deal 
decisively with drug addiction, it is hardly a way to ensure that their 
children will not pursue the habit.

Sam Pillay addressing a 
group of young people at the 
Chatsworth Youth Centre. 
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It was Dr K.B. Moodley, according to Sam, who urged party members 
at an ANC meeting in around 2005 to ‘get involved [because] drugs 
is a burning issue’. A meeting was convened at the Chatsworth Youth 
Centre and an interim committee formed. Sam was not on that commit-
tee but found that ‘it disappeared basically’ after a while. He called 
up a few concerned people, such as Dr Jakes Lazarus and Dr Kalpesh 
Ramcharan, and they established the Anti-Drugs Forum as an NGO. 
Finding volunteers has been a challenge because community members 
feel that ‘these guys chose to take that drug, it’s their responsibility, you 
know, unlike working at a hospice, it’s easy to get a whole lot of people 
to support this initiative because hey, this guy’s got cancer, they didn’t 
ask for it’.

The ADF set up an outpatient centre at the Youth Centre that 
treated several thousand people over the next few years. This included a 
weekly support group for addicts and their families to help them cope. 
However, the medication that they were using, Betapam, was not effec-
tive and many patients relapsed. In 2007 the ADF opened an outpatient 
respite centre at the Child Welfare Society, treating up to 30 patients 
daily. Treatment ran in 30-day cycles and patients spent their entire day 
at the centre, learning life skills and being given counselling. The ADF 
asked the courts to refer first-time offenders to them and give them 30 
days to wean them off drugs before testing them again. Seventy per cent 
of cases were withdrawn as a result.

Around this time, Sam discovered that the tablet Subutex was very 
effective in helping ‘the receptors and the guy doesn’t have to smoke’. 
He enjoyed some success until he found a more effective medication, 
Naltrexone, which was used by Dr Prakash Naidoo’s Assisted Recovery 
Centres of Africa (ARCA) with a 90 per cent success rate. Addicts 
spend three days in rehab and then take medication daily, while attend-
ing weekly ‘psychosocial sessions’ in which the entire family is involved. 
The programme was totally free, with funding raised by Chatsworth 
Rotary as well as fundraising initiatives such as a golf day, dinner, and 
so on. However, around the end of 2008, Child Welfare needed its 
premises and this programme ended. Sam has continued a scaled-down 
programme at rented premises where addicts are given medication and 
counselled weekly.

Sam has subsequently come across a more effective treatment, 
Ibogaine, which is used with great effect by Dr Anwar Jeewa of the 
‘Mind’s Alive’ organisation. This medication is expensive, however, 
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and few addicts and their families can afford it. Sam points out that in 
the whole of KwaZulu-Natal there is just one facility in Newlands with 
a hundred beds to treat drug addicts, who are housed for three months; 
few, in Sam’s estimation, ‘come out clean’. With Ibogaine, addicts need 
to be kept for just five days and they are then treated with Naltrexone. 
Sam believes that this programme is more cost-effective in the long run.

Sam remains passionate about fighting drug addiction. He has 
arranged with schools that if children are caught with drugs he will 
counsel them for four weeks to try to wean them off addiction. The 
ADF has also initiated a placard demonstration on 26 July each year. 
Children of all ages make an anti-drugs placard which is discussed 
at home and in the community. There are other ongoing attempts to 
address drug addiction.

Sinika Uthando (‘Love from the father’s heart’)
Jennifer Chetty describes herself as ‘an old Chatsworth girl’. She grew 
up in Unit 9, matriculated in 1985, and enlisted in the police service, 
eventually becoming Communications Officer. Her task was to build 
relationships with communities. She was captain when she resigned in 
2001 in the aftermath of the Throb incident (see Chapter 21). As she 
points out, ‘thirteen children died. It was quite a traumatic time for me 
because I had kids the same age and, reassessing life, I decided I needed 
to focus more on young people rather than policing.’ Jennifer was also 
inspired by a higher calling: ‘As a Christian girl, I spent my life grow-
ing up in church and I realised that being a Christian is not only about 
going to church. God’s expecting me to give His love. When you come 
here, we give love, we don’t make any expectations on people, we just 
love them and we guide them.’

Jennifer established Sinika Uthando in 2007. It was initially based at 
the Bethesda Church but opened an office in Westcliff as demand grew. 
Sinika Uthando is registered as an NPO and includes a Board of Trustees 
made up of nine people from a range of backgrounds. They included, 
in 2012, the Reverend Cyril Pillay (People’s Church Of God); Leon 
Pillay (attorney); Joseph White (World Changers Academy); Mervin 
Naidoo (businessman); Dr Toni Luck (transformation expert); Kumar 
Chetty (magistrate); Dr Ann Moodle (medical doctor); and Michelle 
Perumaul (Banqueting Manager, Goodison Leisure). The organisa-
tion also draws on the support of volunteer policemen and women, 
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magistrates, attorneys, psychologists and doctors, as well as mainly 
women volunteers from police, nursing and teaching backgrounds 
who are trained on ‘how to give care and, like the name says, how to 
give love – because we cannot be working with people’s minds except 
to work with their hearts’. Jennifer underscores some of the factors 
contributing to drug addiction: socio-economic conditions, lower levels 
of education, involvement with drug-using peers, and family members 
who are addicted. Parents are also struggling to balance work and 
family and deal with teenagers’ challenges as they are either single, 
struggling financially, or working long hours.

Addicts are referred by word of mouth and fifteen to twenty 
young people are seen each month. They are required to visit with 
their parents to assess the family’s commitment to change, without 
which it is futile ‘because we not going to police them for the rest of 
their lives’. Most referrals are desperate because ‘this drug is getting 
worse, he’s starting to steal things at home, he gets locked up for 
theft, then he gets arrested for possession, and he spends a couple 
months in jail so there’s almost a force asking him to start changing 
his life’. Those who can afford it are sent to the Haven of Rest rehab 
in Tongaat, run by Apostle Ronnie Naidoo of the Apostolic Faith 
Mission. Others are treated by Sinika Uthando based on a two-week 
course of Subutex.

These activities are funded through contributions from the commu-
nity. Jennifer mainly services ‘kids that have come out of a rape, young 
kids abandoned by their mother or their father. I’m talking about poor 
kids.’ During rehab, parents are required to ‘police their children 100 
per cent – you can’t even allow them to go to the loo alone’. The weekly 
follow-up programme includes both personal and group sessions, which 
are attended jointly by parents and children. It is here that Jennifer gets 
‘them to tell me what they want to do in life. What was your dream? I 
get them to list their short-term plans, long-term plans. We get them to 
get back to almost fill the gap where they left off. Some of them didn’t 
know their fathers, or watched their fathers smoke. And so we’ve got 
to teach them, if they abandoned them, weren’t perfect; messed up but 
let’s move on.’ Group sessions work best for Jennifer because addicts are 
‘accountable to the whole group, someone’s strength will be someone’s 
weakness – that’s the idea of the support group’. She also believes that 
long-term success depends on a ‘balanced life’ for the former addicts. 
This includes work and physical training ‘because you’ve got to use up 
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your energy. Your mind becomes the devil’s workshop when you have 
time, you can’t sleep, you’re not tired – so training is an important part 
of their rehabilitation.’

Masculinity: the quest for respect
The diverse socio-economic and psychological problems young people 
face when growing up under conditions such as they are in Chatsworth 
results, for many of them, in a sense of lack of control over their lives 
and future. A recurrent theme in the interviews of addicted boys is the 
lack of any chance of finding a job. Unemployment is therefore a main 
concern among care-giving institutions like Sinika Uthando. The need 
for employment is, however, not just to keep the young men ‘occupied’ 
as Lee seems to suggest, or to have them ‘use up their energy’ in the 
words of Jennifer. An income does not just cater for material needs, as 
22-year-old Tommy points out, having taken up his university educa-
tion after rehab: ‘I was reading the paper the other day, the Sunday 
Times – they say there’s no good jobs for Indians – that plays a big role 
in my future because I actually want to be a success, you know, that role 
model to my children when I get them.’

Tommy’s wish to become successful is, in fact, an avenue to become 
a good father and husband. Absent fathers, drug-abusing fathers, 
unreliable fathers: the notion of the lack of fathers as role models in 
so-called ‘dysfunctional’ families, especially amongst the poorer classes 
is, in the view of caregivers, an important reason that young men take 
to drugs. The choice of name for Jennifer’s non-profit organisation, 
Sinika Uthando or ‘Love from the father’s heart’, speaks volumes. It 
refers in part to the men whose absence as father caused their families 
to disintegrate and who need to be ‘forgiven’, in the words of Jennifer, 
by their addicted children in order for them to be able to move on. In 
addition, it reflects the aspiration of these young men themselves to be 
able to become loving, caring and thus ‘providing’ fathers.

Significantly, the majority of addicts are young boys between 18 and 
24 years old. The fact that better-educated boys like Tommy and Lee, 
and even sons of affluent families, are among the addicts, points to 
another problem they share as boys: to be acknowledged as a ‘real man’. 
The predicament of most of these young men differs from that of their 
fathers. Nowadays, young men have to cope with a rapidly transform-
ing world in which they are surrounded by images that mark a ‘modern’ 
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identity. Cell phones, iPads and Notebooks are advertised as necessary 
items for the successful urban professional. It is not just a matter of 
material wealth, however. Due to expanding education, changes in the 
labour market, and the influence of transnational corporations, rela-
tionships between people have changed rapidly as well.

As a result, men and women, young and old, of different classes 
and ‘ethnicities’, need to redefine and renegotiate their places in the 
communities to which they belong. Amongst young men in particu-
lar, this need has created an insecurity around how to claim respect 
as a man, which has caused even highly educated men to feel a loss 
of control and self-esteem. This ‘masculinity-in-crisis’ – admittedly 
a term that has theoretical problems – is a condition that older men 
share with youth, not just locally but in vast, growing, urban spaces 
elsewhere in Africa and beyond. It positions them, to coin the words of 
Cameroonian philosopher Achilles Mbembe, as ‘licking the shop-win-
dow of globalisation’, both in terms of material wealth and positions 
of power – or, rather, the lack thereof. Young men like Lee and Tommy 
yearn for ‘respect’, but they are often at a loss as to how to attain it.

Dead-ends?
The Jennifers, Sams and others like them are fighting every day to draw 
the line on drug addiction. They can point to individual successes but 
also to too many individuals who have fought hard to stay clean, only 
to return to old ways. They are sober about the limits of what they 
can offer. There is the occasional expression of outrage. Politicians 
march. Religious leaders pontificate. A few drug lords are arrested and 
charged. But drugs have taken hold of too many young people. What 
this means in the long term, with so many growing up as addicts, is 
not difficult to contemplate. There are parts of Chatsworth that seem 
cut-off from the rest of the township and beyond. Young people living 
in their own time zones, where the hours become meaningless and the 
sole physical activity is the next ‘hit’. Parents resort to locking up their 
children in a desperate bid to keep them clean. Police alternate between 
raids on drug dealers and picking up their monthly pay-offs. In these 
places, amongst the shebeens and gangs, there was still, once, a sense 
of schooling, certification, a job, mobility. Now one gets a sense that for 
the young there are few beginnings, mostly dead-ends.

Sam, however, is not totally despondent. He acknowledges the class 
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divide between those who can access rehab and those who cannot. The 
problem, fundamentally, is the absence of government support. In the 
past, he points out, he addressed the funding problem to just about 
every government department but to no avail. He stated in 2012 that 
politicians were ‘not serious about dealing with this problem. They 
praise us, the wonderful work we’re doing, but they don’t put their 
money into it.’ However, in 2013 Sam was appointed by the KwaZulu-
Natal Premier, Dr Zweli Mkhize, as his Deputy in the Anti-Substance 
Abuse Forum which was officially launched on 27 February 2013. Sam 
hopes to use his position to ‘reach out to the poor’ by getting his model 
implemented initially across the province, and thereafter nationally.
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Chapter 23

From the Dirty Dozen to the Dre Boys
Gangs of Chatsworth

Ashwin Desai

Althaf: what kind gazi?
Colin: lekker what kind?
Althaf: where’s the lahnee ek se?
Colin: he vyed to town on a move.
Althaf: shit … I thought he was at the possie
Colin:  he just vyed ek se
Althaf: came for a wholesale ek se
Colin: park ek se the lahnees vyed for a parcel. I can tune for lekker 

price.
Althaf: how’s the grey boys … klaar?
Colin: jaek se … lahnee vyed for the shiny top.
Althaf: that’s a korrek button … tune for an appro gazi.
Colin: can tune with him … he’ll dala for you
Althaf: Kevin from the three’s still carrying on for himself?
Colin: he carries on like andoda buts he’s nwota … we made him 

vip last week.
Althaf: gazi skatties sheyler now … let me vye …
Colin:  korrek my bro … I’ll tune the lahnee to dala a something for 

you … come check me later.

A ‘gully’ in Chatsworth in the 1970s/80s, two young gang members 
having a conversation. A whole new language, that mixes English, 
Afrikaans and isiZulu, a homegrown Tsotsi-taal (gangster-speak).
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The culture of neighbourhood gangs started to emerge in Chatsworth 
in the early 1970s. In the late 1960s, due to the policy of forced remov-
als in South Africa, people started to stream in from different parts of 
the city, setting up home in the units that bordered both sides of the 
highway. When they arrived from places like Clairwood, Cato Manor, 
Bayside, Greyville and Magazine Barracks, they were often grouped 
together in a unit. If they were not, many sought to subvert the system 
by ‘transferring’ to units where they could rely on traditional networks.

From the outset, these old connections became an important link 
and the basis for the formation of gangs. For example, the fishermen 
from Bayside would group together and protect their own. As more 
people began to populate different areas, units became the marker of 
boundaries; reminiscent of what Les Back has called ‘neighbourhood 
nationalism’ (Back 1996).

Among the very earliest known gangs in Chatsworth were the Dirty 
Dozen and the Karia gangs.

During the 1970s and 80s, Chatsworth did not provide much in the 
way of entertainment for young people. The street corner was the place 
to meet and ‘hang out’. From here, sports clubs were to emerge along 
with local, ‘illegal’ forms of gambling, especially the ubiquitous call-
card games that reinforced gang culture. For adult men, given the lack 
of places to congregate, shebeens (bars) and open public spaces in the 
neighbourhood emerged as places to gravitate to, since nightclubs were 
half an hour’s ride away in the centre of town. By the mid- 1980s, there 
were over 600 shebeens in Chatsworth (Singh 1988).

Young people rarely ventured into the city at night. For them, city 
disco matinees ending around 5.00 p.m. were major attractions. It 
would then be a mad dash to Warwick Avenue on the edge of the city 
centre, as the last buses made the long journey back home. In town, the 
‘Chatsworthians’, as one informant told me, would be quite united, 
especially if they came into conflict with the Coloureds from Wentworth 
and Sydenham, but once on the bus home there would often be fights 
between those from the different units.

The nucleus of the street corner was boys and men between the ages 
of 18 to 35. While the gangs may have defended their own turf and had 
origins in different areas of the city, the dress code followed a similar 
pattern. This was known as the ‘American look’. Pringle shirts hang-
ing out of 777 Nevada trousers; Lee Boss of The Road jeans; Medicus 
Royal and Crocket & Jones shoes; caps, of the famous Town Talk range 
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as well as ‘welders’ caps, were all essentials in the wardrobe. Jackets 
ranged from ‘Barracuda’ (Baracuta) to Pointer leather jackets and the 
London Fog. Other favourites were Jack Purcell takkies and Converse 
All-Stars. Gangsters were known for their big American cars. Still 
talked about are KY and Bra who used to prowl around Unit 11 in a big 
American V8 called ‘Ladies Eyes’.

In the 1970s, arguably the most infamous gang was the Karia gang, 
named after the leader who was very dark in complexion and had the 
nickname Karia (see Mesthrie 2010: 120). Their base was Unit 2. As 
this was the first unit built in Chatsworth, so the gang members could 
make a claim to be the ‘original’ Chatsworthians. What made the Karia 
gang significant was that they were the first gangsters to graduate from 
bush-knives and pangas to guns. The first drive-by shooting was carried 
out by them. They possessed a level of ruthlessness that was way above 
the rest.

The main lieutenant to Karia was Raj, seen as a cold-blooded killer. 
As one resident of Chatsworth who knew him put it, he was ‘the size of 
a Jack Russell but had the tenacity and heart of a pitbull’. Raj eventu-
ally broke away from the gang in the early 1970s, resulting in a bloody 
war with his former boss Karia. Raj effectively closed down the Karia 
gang and was allegedly throttled to death by a policeman.

The early gangs were known for their intense loyalty, what was seen 
as ‘I stand for my gazi’ (brother). But, as in the case of Raj, they could 
just as easily form new gangs and loyalties, based on old relationships.

As dagga was replaced by Mandrax, Chatsworth was jolted by the 
occasional brutal murder. Schoolchildren at Crossmoor Secondary 
came across human flesh in the school tennis court one morning in the 
mid-1980s. It turned out to be the body of Tokaieye Farouk, a local 
gangster who had been murdered. His body had been chopped into 
small pieces. Then there was ‘the call-box murder’. A woman’s body 
was found stuffed into a call-box. The killer was an ‘addict’ from the 
area. Chatsworth was getting used to blood.

From bottles to buttons
You take a bottle and heat up the neck with a lighter. Then 
put spit on the heated neck and bang it softly against a hard 
surface, separating the bottle neck from the bottle. Then roll a 
piece of paper tightly in a roll and squeeze into the opening of 
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the neck. This is the girrick. Next, you crush the button in a foil 
or strong paper into powder form. Then you clean the dagga 
and mix it with two whole cigarettes. You put this mixture 
into the bottle neck against the girrick. Put the bottle neck to 
your mouth and light the dagga mix and pull it through. After 
the dagga mix burns properly, the pipe is ready. This is called 
blackening the pipe. Then take a scoop of the button powder 
and sprinkle on the dagga mix. Light the mix again and pull 
hard through the bottle neck. This is called the cream. Repeat 
till the powder is finished.

This is how Mandrax or the ‘white pipe’ is prepared and smoked. The 
drug Mandrax lay at the heart of the ‘semi-organised’ crime wave that 
emerged in Chatsworth in the late 1970s and early 80s. Some street 
gangs became drug gangs, gangsters turned into drug lords. Every unit 
had a guy (often referred to as the ‘lahnee’) that was big in the trade and 
who surrounded himself with a number of ‘boys’ who were runners 
and acted as protection. They also dabbled in stolen car radios, VCRs 
and television sets – what social scientists call the ‘shadow economy’. 
Runners played an important role: ‘It is their job to pick up cash and 
drop off stock and also to report what is happening down on the street 
to their masters. They need to be clever too’ (Glenny 2009: 222).

By 1988, the Minister of Police reported that 334 kilograms of dagga 
and 4 271 Mandrax tablets were confiscated (Naidoo 1988). Drugs were 
swamping parts of Chatsworth.

The emergence of Mandrax in the early 1980s was due mainly 
to South African Indian men and women travelling to India to bring 
clothing and religious artifacts back, and at the same time smuggling 
in Mandrax. While in India the drug was swallowed, in South Africa 
it was crushed and smoked. Referred to as ‘kiltys’, a popular sweet at 
the time that was hard and professionally wrapped, the ‘importation’ of 
Mandrax by ‘aunties’ from Chatsworth went through the 1970s. Drug 
lords from Johannesburg, mostly black, after initially importing the 
drug from India, started buying the ingredients and making the drug in 
Swaziland, Nairobi, and even locally. They fostered a good relationship 
with Chatsworth drug lords by providing Mandrax on credit. Many new 
varieties emerged with certain types belonging to particular drug lords. 
The most popular were ‘shiny top’, ‘grey boys’, ‘gardhaan’ (a Hindi 
word meaning ‘by the scruff of the neck’) or ‘cockroach’ (a capsule).
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The Chinese then entered the market with a version that contained 
synthetic methaqualone. The reason for this was that one could only 
be convicted with Mandrax if there was pure methaqualone in it. The 
South African Police lab could not identify synthetic methaqualone. 
Chinese Mandrax was called ‘no name’ or ‘bokall’. One drug lord, 
Sapphire (a pseudonym), was given exclusive rights by the Chinese and 
controlled the market for years, making millions. Then came the time 
of ‘boss’, ‘double star’, ‘oakley’, and ‘CC’, where their names were 
imprinted on their individual tablets.

Being a downer, Mandrax induced sleepiness instead of making one 
hyperactive. It was the drug of first choice in Chatsworth.

Mandrax gave the drug lords money and power. Ironically, the 
lahnees stuck to their areas of jurisdiction and did not encroach onto 
each other’s territory. Occasional battles between lahnees flared, not for 
turf but other reasons, mostly due to the boys of one lahnee interfering 
with the boys of another lahnee at a club or on the sports ground. As 
the 1980s unfolded, so the Mandrax trade grew tenfold, as did the drug 
lords’ power and ability to embed themselves in the community by help-
ing people to pay rent or buy food. These people, in turn, hid the drugs 
and ‘gave’ their sons as ‘boys’ to be runners.

Between the lahnees and the lightees
It was in the 1990s that one saw the growing power of the drug lords 
really manifest itself. They grew in stature and finance. New drugs hit 
the market, such as rock (crystal meth) and ecstasy. The Chatsworth 
drug lords began to supply other areas in Durban. Competition was 
high. Certain individuals rose above the rest, such as Gonnie Naidoo, 
who controlled Chatsworth and the drug trade. The white guys who 
opened illegal casinos in Chatsworth in the second half of the 1990s 
(gangsters in their own right) had to acquire Gonnie’s permission to 
do so, as well as pay him ‘tax’. No other drug lord in Chatsworth 
could take on Gonnie. He had big money, many guns and ruthless 
boys. The younger generation from 18 to 25 respected the lahnees, 
who were in their late thirties. The younger generation knew its place 
as ‘lightees’.

Gonnie’s rise was linked to Mandrax. Gonnie and his friends from 
the district, who later became his lightees, were a bunch of what one 
of them remembered as playful and naughty young men who turned 
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into a violent outfit. They were mostly from Unit 5. This attracted 
the attention of an ‘auntie’ who was bringing Mandrax from India, 
who came to be known as ‘Mother India’. Also from Unit 5, she hired 
Gonnie and his friends to be her bodyguards when she did her deliver-
ies. Eventually, she started using some of Gonnie’s friends to go to India 
and ‘import’ Mandrax for her. Thereafter, she used to give the entire 
parcel to Gonnie to distribute and sell. This was the beginning of the 
establishment of his power base.

Into this drug mix was added the arrival of the taxi industry, which 
started to grow rapidly in the 1990s. Certain individuals controlled the 
industry and the rank. The taxi industry gave people opportunities to 
acquire wealth and also power, as they had drivers and conductors on 
hand who could act as muscle if necessary.

These multiple developments in Chatsworth hardly made the news 
in any sustained way. But all that was to change after the events of 24th 
March 2000, when a teargas canister was released during a matinee 
session at the Throb nightclub in Chatsworth, which was filled with 
schoolchildren. The subsequent stampede resulted in the deaths of thir-
teen children (see Chapter 21).

The tragedy and subsequent court case gave people inside and outside 
Chatsworth an insight into the underworld of the area. The links 
between the underworld, police and gangsters were well known, and 
this was highlighted in the Throb case, as Sivanathan Chetty’s attor-
ney, who attended an initial meeting with Chetty, Vincent Pillay and 
Selvan Naidoo to persuade them to consult an advocate shortly after 
the tragedy, subsequently appeared as one of the accused in the SBV 
trial, taking place in an adjacent court at the same time (see Chapter 
25). Both Pillay and Naidoo were typical examples of ‘boys’. Coming 
from extremely poor backgrounds, they had little formal education and 
their very first jobs were with their ‘father figure’, Gonnie. All three 
were convicted of culpable homicide.

It was power around singular figures like Gonnie that, ironically, gave 
the area a semblance of peace and stability. But all of this changed from 
the late 1990s. Certain ‘boys’ began to achieve lahnee status and carve 
their own ‘empires’. The lightees started to lose respect for the lahnees 
and the older guys that acted as enforcers. Guns became easily obtain-
able. The police began to get involved with gangsters. Chaos hit as the 
old hierarchies started falling.

Symptomatic of this was the rise of the Dre Boys gang. Two brothers, 
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Duncan and Gerald Arumugam, who were associated with Gonnie’s 
nephew Leo – his ‘boys’ at one stage – started to carve out a reputation 
as gangsters, and formed their own crew. Known as the Dre Boys, the 
gang included young boys from Unit 3 as well as certain policemen who 
had grown up with them.

Their reputations grew and their lifestyles centered around rap 
music, especially Dr Dre and Snoop, around clubbing, ecstasy and alco-
hol. They had a penchant for 45-calibre guns and pimped-out cars. 
They started openly disrespecting the lahnees and ‘taxing’ businessmen 
(what is called ‘protection money’) in Chatsworth. Their cars roared 
through the units, they picked fights and were quick to fire their .45s. 
They were initially seen as Gonnie’s people and this increased their 
ability to act with impunity.

But as their power and reputations accumulated, they found Gonnie 
to be too old school, and openly displayed their wealth in cars, clothes 
and jewellery. Their erstwhile leader, Leo, remained loyal to Gonnie and 
they started to challenge his authority, too. Gonnie, however, did not 
take them seriously as he regarded them to be lightees. This was his 
first mistake.

Though never convicted, it was believed that the two brothers were 
behind the killing of Leo and his lieutenant, Allen. It was the first time 
that Gonnie’s power had been challenged so brazenly and it seemed he 
was too shocked to act.

Sugar-coated crime
Sugars is heated with a flame from underneath a tin foil and 
smoked through an empty pen or similar container, a method 
known as ‘chasing the dragon’.

While the events described above were unfolding, the drug trade was 
also changing. Mandrax was on its way out, to be replaced by the highly 
addictive drug known as ‘sugars’ (a mixture of heroin and cocaine), 
packed in shortened straws. Here, Gonnie hesitated. Some argue that he 
was wary of the devastating effect of sugars. Others claim that, shaken 
by the violent challenge to his power (the shooting of Leo and Allen 
took place outside his house), he lost his nerve. By the time he real-
ised the monetary potential of sugars it was too late and he was out of 
the loop. The once ‘lightee’, Salim (a pseudonym), now a fully-fledged 
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lahnee, was there to fill the gap and sought to introduce the drug on a 
massive scale into Chatsworth.

It is widely rumoured in the Chatsworth underworld that Gonnie had 
to be ‘got rid of’ if Salim was to have untrammeled access to the rapidly 
growing market for sugars in the area. It is at this point, many in the 
underworld believe, that drive-by shootings started to make headlines. 
The drive-by with automatic weapons became the preferred method of 
killing. It was quick, and it was difficult to identify the killers. Gonnie 
was the victim of a drive-by shooting in December 2006.

The drug game had become so big that millionaires were being 
spawned from the most unlikely places. It seemed that anyone with 
muscle wanted a piece of the action, including members of the police. 
They teamed up with the gangsters and operated behind the scenes, 
supplying automatic weapons, helping to intimidate the opposition, 
and assisting their comrades with cases that were opened against 
them.

Duncan Arumugam, Pravandran Perumal and Brandon Govender, 
key members of the Dre Boys gang, got life sentences for the murder 
of Kelvin Naidoo on 9 April 2008 and the attempted murder of his 
three employees. They were also convicted on three counts of unlawful 
possession of firearms, including AK47s and R5s, indicating how much 
the ‘hardware’ of Chatsworth gangsters had changed.

Kelvin’s story reveals the different path that the new ‘wannabe’ 
lahnees were attempting to take. Kelvin grew up in the flats in Unit 
11, an adopted child. After matriculating, he held a few jobs here and 
there and started driving taxis, where he was exposed to the gangster 
life and rap music that forms part of taxi culture. One day he got into 
an altercation with the Metro Police and assaulted an officer. He left 
Chatsworth and went into hiding in the Durban CBD where he became 
involved with Pakistani migrants who were in the cell-phone business, 
and built up enough capital to travel to China for his first purchase 
of clothing. In 2005/06, Hip Hop clothing was the trend, and Kelvin 
cashed in by buying the clothing in China and selling it in Chatsworth. 
It was the start of a flourishing business career. He graduated to open-
ing shops and began living the good life. He bought a big Chrysler and 
gave it some ‘bling’, making it a famous mascot of his hip-hop clothing 
‘empire’. He moved back to Chatsworth and started moving with his 
own lightees.
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11 Street was now a name in Chatsworth associated with Kelvin and 
his lightees who were young, dangerous and trigger-happy. Kelvin accu-
mulated increasing amounts of wealth. He loved to party. Yet through 
all this, he respected the older generation of gangsters like Gonnie and 
Salim. He knew his place. Before reaching his prime as a businessman, 
he dabbled for a while in ecstasy as a dealer, as well as a little rock and 
coke. This was never really his calling. He was a businessman.

The trouble started, one of his close friends revealed, when he opened 
a shop in Unit 3, and came up against the Dre Boys who demanded 
‘protection’ money. Being from the streets himself, he felt that this was 
an affront, and his refusal was seen as an equal affront by the Dre Boys. 
He had signed his own death warrant.

Details provided from one of the Dre Boys own, Perumal Naidoo 
who turned state witness, described the way in which the murder was 
executed. The court heard evidence of how Kelvin and his employees 
were attacked as he drove them to work on 9 April 2008. Perumal had 
driven a bakkie in front of Kelvin Naidoo’s car near Cashew Avenue, 
Crossmoor, forcing it to slow down. Duncan Arumugam, his brother 
Gerald, and Brandon Govender then drove up behind Naidoo’s Chrysler 
in a BMW and raked the car with bullets, killing Naidoo and wounding 

Convicted killers (from left): 
Duncan Arumugam, Pravandran 
Perumal and Brandon Govender 
(looking straight ahead) being 
escorted into a police van by 
Warrant Officer Deena Govender 
and Captain Mervyn Govender (far 
right) (photo: Bongani Mbatha). 
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his employees. In what was seen as a revenge attack for his murder, 
Gerald was killed in June 2008.

The only surviving lahnee from the earlier gang era is Salim, from a 
time when drug lords had their individual fiefdoms and were loathe to 
display their wealth and power. The drug trade is highly organised. The 
entire sugars trade, we are told, is now controlled by Salim who oper-
ates a sophisticated network. Many of the local police, it is alleged by 
residents, are paid to turn a blind eye.

Living for today
The police officers that we spoke to did not see gangs as a serious threat 
to the fabric of life in Chatsworth, certainly not in the same way that 
it affects life in the Cape. Captain X, who was deployed to Chatsworth 
a few years ago following allegations of corruption at the Chatsworth 
Police Station, did not feel that gangsterism in the township was out 
of control. As he points out, ‘they might have a lot of friends, like ten 
friends together sitting outside their house – it’s not a gang really. The 
only gang I’ve seen was the Dre Boys but even them, the interaction 
that I had with them, compared to what I had with the Coloured gangs, 
nothing too scary, you know.’

W/O Derrick Chetty has lived in Chatsworth almost his entire life 
and has been in the police force for 25 years. He reflected:

From a police perspective, we haven’t seen violence to that magnitude 
like the Cape. There are reasons for this; firstly, there used to be those 
so-called gangsters and it was not allowed to fester, it was not allowed 
to gain momentum where they had it organised like the Cape. Also, the 
breeding ground for gangsterism in our area is not prevalent. If you look 
at people [community activists] like Orlean Naidoo, Brandon Pillay and 
others, there’s work being done with these people and it’s not conducive 
for gangsterism. Although you have a few people getting together and 
calling themselves a gang, it’s not organised as our gangs in Cape Town. 
Dre Boys – they were not big. It’s an emotive issue. The Dre Boys were 
a group of brothers who owned taxis so they decided now, hang on, you 
know, we want to become well known in the community, so they decided 
to dabble in this and that and they got in trouble with the law and then 
eventually they became famous for that, but they were not a gang that, 
you know, could not be touched.
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That may well be the case. Whether there are individual gangs organ-
ised on a massive scale as in the Cape is a moot point. The reality 
is that gangs, even small-scale ones, are tearing at the very fabric of 
Chatsworth and, particularly, the lives of the youth.

As is always the case, a new generation arises. Right now, a young 
group of gangsters from Unit 11, known as ‘11 Street’, is at the centre 
of the action. They have considerable firepower. Because the Dre Boys 
were implicated in the killing of one of their associates, it is rumoured 
that they killed the Dre Boys leaders, Gerald and his cousin Donovan. 
But unlike the Dre Boys gang, they don’t go out in search of trouble.

Salim has hegemony in Chatsworth. Sugars flows in. Many young-
sters cannot find the jobs which their fathers secured in the clothing 
industry and turn to the local drug lord instead. Here they have power, 
a bit of money and appearance. The gold chain, the baseball-style 
shirts, caps and takkies and, most importantly, the gold tooth.

There is a strong element in gang culture of what sociologists have 
termed a ‘culture of urgency’. Life is lived in the immediate, made up 
of a series of separate instances because there is no future, only the 
present. So, Castells tells us, ‘life has to be lived as if each instant were 
the last one, with no other reference than the explosive fulfillment of 
individualised hyper-consumption. This constant, fearless challenge 
to explore life beyond its present dereliction keeps destitute children 
going: for a while until facing utter destruction’ (Castells 1998: 160).

One can see this approach to life in the runners who use their largesse 
to buy sugars and clothes that they show off at the local nightclubs. 
They live for the next ‘hit’.

But there is another layer. Those whose drugs and related illegal 
activity such as card games become big business, see themselves as 
businessmen, often avoiding open displays of violence. However, most 
cannot sacrifice the visible displays of consumption, from fast cars to 
the thick gold chain. While few crack the good life, these young ‘entre-
preneurs’ are seen as role models by many young people, as people who 
have ‘made it’.

In Unit 11, these youngsters have taken the personal to a whole new 
level. Fearless and carrying guns, they go for manicures and facials, and 
some use skin-lightening creams. One older gangster told me how his 
younger brother gets deeply upset when he cannot find his moisturising 
creams in the shops. Is this the beginning of a new era, the Chatsworth 
metro-sexual gangster?
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Opportunities for young people are limited. The job market and 
opportunities for education offer few prospects, and few fathers are 
available as role models. Interview young people in the flatlands of 
Chatsworth and a pattern is revealed. The world they occupy is that 
of the shopping mall, the badly lit street corner, the video arcade, the 
disco, and those loose groupings of youth who move aimlessly from 
house to house, television channel to television channel. There is no 
escape from their immediate surroundings, but they have created a 
world where adults are absent.

Adults, particularly men, according to the youth, are a big disap-
pointment. They are drunks, fools, abusers, cheats. Most women are 
forced, or allow themselves, to be defined in relation to men, and 
as a result, many younger female voices express contempt for older 
women. The ‘responsible’ parents are preoccupied with survival. 
Daddy is not able to fulfill the role he has set himself as provider. 
Trying to assert his authority violently only sends the children outside 
the home. In this atmosphere, traditional family outings, trips to the 
movies and the city centre never happen. As Jones tells us, ’gangs 
can provide a form of the solidarity that has leaked out of increas-
ingly fragmented working-class communities. To soaring numbers of 
young people with bleak prospects, gangs can give life meaning, struc-
ture and reward’ (2012: 213).

In the flatlands, you see them: young, listless, waiting for the next 
‘hit’. They hardly ever venture beyond a few streets. There are those 
who sell drugs and runners who are doing better. It is a juncture where 
old family hierarchies are in transition, where new opportunities have 
been opened up as much as spaces for mobility have been closed down, 
a time when ‘we are all confronted with reinventing ourselves – turn-
ing our lives into an original story. The demand to produce identity is 
pushed back on the person, it is less the product of institutions. This 
involves new freedoms, celebrated in the culture of risk and extremes. 
But it also involves new vulnerabilities, evident in the increasing rates 
of depression or forms of personal fragmentation and disconnection’ 
(McDonald 2003: 65).

In this exclusively male culture, it is not difficult to see how the local 
big man has become the ‘father’, the gang, the family, giving young men 
a sense of identity and friendship.
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Chapter 24

‘Our Indian Polices are Bought Off’
Chatsworth’s Men in Blue Speak Back

Goolam Vahed

I washed the clothes but I brought it inside. Why? The boys 
will steal it, you see. Crime is too much, we can’t even dry 
our washing … How many times the fellas with the pantyhose 
on the head, they grabbing the people, taking their handbag 
and running? Why the polices not catching the main people? 
Because they are bought off. I will tell you, our Indian polices 
here are bought off … Everywhere there’s drugs, dagga, sugars, 
the polices just come and go away and the fellas are just selling.

— Girlie Amod, resident of westcliff

The women are afraid to organise against drug dealing 
because the drug dealers here are very powerful. They have a 
lot of money, they have the police, you know, that they control 
through bribery. If people call the police, they are victimised. 
So it is very challenging to deal with the whole issue.

— Orlean Naidoo, chairperson of wfra

Testimonies of residents, newspaper reports and comments on 
call-in radio programmes all point to the fact that many ordinary 

Chatsworth residents have lost faith in the police – they either believe that 
they are incapable of controlling crime or are corrupt. Loss of confidence 
in the police may be a matter of perception. Under apartheid South Africa 
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was very much a police state, with its focus on security and the control 
of African labour. The notorious Special Branch (SB) and Casspirs 
(armoured vehicles) in urban areas gave the impression of an all-pow-
erful central state (Hansen 2012: 50). The police force became ‘depoliti-
cised’ during the political transformation. The notorious SB came under 
the Division for Crime Combatting and Investigation in 1991, while Riot 
Squads became ‘Internal Stability Units’. The National Peace Accord 
of September 1991 established a civilian office for investigating public 
complaints about the police (Rauch 1993). Emphasis on a human rights 
culture meant abandoning the heavy-handed policing of the apartheid 
era and many South Africans believe that the police have gone ‘soft’ on 
crime (Harris 2001), while others feel that they are crooked.

The high levels of angst amongst residents in Chatsworth was 
captured by then Daily News editor Dennis Pather, who wrote angrily 
on 16 March 2006, at the height of gang killings, that

The people of Chatsworth, sick and tired of escalating crime incidents, 
have threatened to bring in ‘military men with machine guns’ … The 
people of Chatsworth have had enough. They have every reason to believe 
they are not safe in their homes, on the streets or in their businesses. 
Chatsworth has a long history of fighting adversity … and if the secu-
rity authorities do not do something concrete to ensure the safety of the 
community there, they should not be surprised if hired guns are brought 
in and blood flows in the streets.

In response to sentiments that police are corrupt, this chapter provides 
a police perspective on the ‘war’ on drugs and crime, based on inter-
views with two policemen, one who has lived in Chatsworth virtually 
all his life and another who has been redeployed to the township in the 
past decade as part of the shake-up of the police force. The latter inter-
viewee wished to remain anonymous and will be referred to as Captain 
X. Warrant Officer Derrick Chetty, the other interviewee, was born in 
1965 and joined the police force in 1985. He is currently head of Social 
Crime Prevention at Chatsworth Police Station.

Police corruption, brutality and custodial malpractices
A 1992 Amnesty International investigation into policing in South 
African townships found that ‘residents saw the police as indifferent 

Warrant Office Derrick Chetty is 
head of Social Crime Prevention at 
Chatsworth Police Station. 
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when they went to them for assistance [and] as hostile and biased. This 
… was compounded by the occasions when residents saw the police as 
actively colluding with their attackers’ (in Rauch 1991). These senti-
ments are still held by many residents. W/O Chetty and Captain X 
conceded that the perception of police corruption was affecting public 
confidence as it raises questions about police legitimacy and influ-
ences the decision of ordinary citizens with regard to cooperating with 
officers. Media reports on major ‘police crime busts’ does not seem to 
alter public perception on policing.

The reputation of Chatsworth police took a battering in the late 
1990s. The case that brought them into national prominence was the 
involvement of several police officers in the R31.4 million robbery on the 
premises of SBV Services in Pinetown in 1996 (see Chapter 25). Many 
cases of police brutality have also been reported. The August 1998 death 
of Clive Michael, a mute who died of head and spinal injuries while in 
custody at Chatsworth Police Station (CPS), received national promi-
nence (Leader, 28 August 1998). Sibusiso Msolenje of the Independent 
Complaints Directorate (ICD) described Michael’s beating as the ‘most 
shocking, sickening case – the worst I have had. This poor man was 
beaten for no reason until he died like an animal’ (Daily News, 20 April 
2000). In 2011, Safety and Security Minister Nkosinathi Mthethwa had 
to pay Michael’s family R200 000 in damages (Post, 8 June 2011).

Photographs of Michael’s beaten-up body stirred enormous anger 
in the community. On 1 November 1998, a crowd of several hundred 
marched to the CPS under the banner of the Chatsworth Community 
Policing Forum (CCPF) and demanded the removal of station 
commander Captain Perumal Mogumbary (Leader, 6 November 1998). 
On Human Rights Day (21 March) 2000, over a thousand people 
presented a memorandum to the Durban South police commissioner, 
Raj Ramsaroop, demanding ‘a total overhaul of the station’ (Leader, 24 
March 2000).

The last straw for the community was the death of the Throb 13 in 
2000 (see Chapter 21) as it was alleged that the teargas canister used 
in the club was supplied by police. An episode of television channel 
M-Net’s Carte Blanche programme on 3 April 2000 brought the issue 
of police corruption in Chatsworth into the national spotlight. Sharma 
Maharaj, who was station commander in Chatsworth from 1982 to 
1988, told a reporter that he was ‘shocked’ during a visit to the station:

Sharma Maharaj was station 
commander at Chatsworth 
Police Station in the 1980s and 
subsequently became the first 
person of Indian origin to take 
command of a police district, 
based in Chatsworth. 
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Never mind the poor discipline and shabby dressing of policemen, the 
base itself had become a pigsty. The charge office was filthy and I cannot 
tell you when last they had cleaned the floors. In the garden the grass was 
so long that you could hide an elephant, and there was not a flower in 
sight. It saddened me as this particular garden used to be the pride and 
joy of the residents of Chatsworth (Daily News, 20 April 2000).

As Captain X points out, management acted decisively:

They swapped police, like Bayview Station, 90 per cent sent away and 
Chatsworth as a whole, they brought in new people. Let’s not make it 
[corruption] a race thing, it’s because you went to school – Westcliff 
High, for example – in your class, this guy was your friend – you became 
a policeman, he became a drug dealer but you’ve been to school [together] 
or you’ve seen him on your road every day. It’s harder to catch someone 
where you live, you’re not going to be as diligent as in other areas. I think 
the policy of bringing people in from other areas has definitely helped.

Then Police Commissioner, Jackie Selebi, announced in early 2000 
that seventeen police officers from Chatsworth were being transferred 
with immediate effect. Senior Superintendent James Sayer of Umlazi 
assumed control of the CPS while senior officers Lester Mabaso, Koos 
van Rensburgh and Martin Marais were brought in to ‘turn things 
around’ (Leader, 7 April 2000). Affected police sought an interdict 
against the move but had no legal recourse (Natal Witness, 8 April 2000). 
In December 2001, Senior Superintendent Allen Neethling became 
station commander, following Sayer’s promotion. He was followed by 
Brigadier C.F. Marais. There was a similar clear-out at Bayview where 
Superintendent Job Ntshangase was deployed in January 2002 to take 
over from Superintendent Anita Narayan. The station serves an esti-
mated 150 000 people in Bayview, Havenside, Mobeni Heights and 
Silverglen, with a staff complement of just 65 (Daily News, 16 October 
2003).

While police corruption is global, Hansen suggests that the power 
wielded by police in Chatsworth is rooted in apartheid structures. From 
the 1970s, policing in Chatsworth was carried out by Indians under the 
command of white seniors. By the mid-1980s, most police stations in 
this apartheid-created Indian township were under Indian command. 
Chatsworth was the first area to enjoy ‘own area’ policing which ‘was 

Sergeant Karna Kay Naidoo was 
appointed Chatsworth’s new 
police chief in 1995.
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carried out by locally recruited Indian policemen’ (Hansen 2012: 51). 
While African policemen in townships were seen as traitors for prop-
ping up white minority rule and considered valid targets for attack, 
Indian policemen were rarely targeted by their community. According 
to Hansen, it was this

unstated ethnic/racial solidarity that made the ‘fact of brownness’ of 
the policeman’s face into a sign of relative familiarity and security in a 
world marked by escalating and bloody unrest across the country. Many 
informants would defend the policemen, however corrupt, because they 
were ‘Indians, local boys … they never roughed us up.’ The uniform was 
indeed a mark of state sovereignty, but it was always supplemented by 
the color of the face. This secondary mark invoked tacit assumptions of 
solidarity (among one’s own), as well as stereotyped fears of whites and 
Africans (Hansen 2012: 50).

In the post-apartheid period, the police force was left largely unal-
tered, with low pay scales, antiquated vehicles, radios and weapons, 
and a shortage of personnel (Hansen 2012: 53). In June 1998, fourteen 
uniformed officers from CPS took ‘sick leave’ to protest the lack of 
personnel and resources. The station did not have stationery, it had 
just two defective patrol vehicles, dead bodies were not picked up, 
and there was a staff shortage (Daily News, 10 June 1998). Sunday 
Tribune reporter Doreen Premdev described the station as ‘the little 
cop shop of horrors’. Rusty entrance gates were falling apart at the 
hinges, toilets were unhygienic, mosquitoes were a major problem, 
and roofs were leaking. Yet the station was only in sixteenth place 
on the KZN national logistics list for an upgrade in 2003 (Sunday 
Tribune, 2 February 2003).

This neglect continues. A report in March 2012 stated that cells at 
the CPS had not been completed three years after the building of the 
station at a cost of R120 million. Criminals are transported to outlying 
stations even though the court house adjoins the station. Logan Chetty, 
chairman of the Chatsworth Community Policing Forum, described 
the situation as ‘ridiculous’ and asked: ‘How can a station that serves 
such a vast area not have functioning holding cells?’ (Sunday Tribune, 
18 March 2012).
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The war against drugs: police protocol
The  Natal Witness reported on 3 November 2007 as follows:

An average weekday in Chatsworth begins at about 5 am as people leave 
for work and by 6:30 am schoolchildren are queued outside several tuck-
shops. It is not sweets that they want to purchase, but something sweeter 
– Sugars. Drugged, many make their way to school, while some devise 
plans to steal so they can pay for their next fix … Sugars is widely avail-
able in Chatsworth. Drug peddlers can be found at almost every street 
corner and drug lords control certain areas … The police are accused of 
fuelling it. There are allegations that some are taking taxes from drug 
dealers and drug users.

Many residents are adamant that the police are turning a blind eye to 
crime in general and the drug trade in particular. Surekha Maharaj, 
chief public prosecutor at the Chatsworth Magistrate’s Court, stated 
publicly in 2006 that she did not trust information provided by local 
police as there is ‘a lot of corruption, including SAPS [South African 
Police Services] members who are on the payroll of drug dealers. We 
have drug users come to court for possession of 50 tablets and they 
are shocked and say they had more than 500 tablets when they were 
arrested’ (Independent on Saturday, 8 April 2006). While the public 
demands instant arrest, Captain X stressed that police cannot act on 
a whim:

You hear the story about the police went there and they just spoke, took 
a bribe and left. That’s not true. I tell you what is happening there – the 
police are coming, searching, but cannot find anything and then leave. 
And you’ve got to talk to the person there, you can’t be rude. But you 
searching – they hide it in a tree, they hide it in the ground, so even 
if  you find it in the ground, he’s not in possession of it. So now the 
community is watching, they say, oh, the police came today, they just 
spoke to him.

Tracking down drug suppliers often proves elusive as few of them live in 
Chatsworth. As W/O Chetty points out:

Drug dealers started in our area, now they bought homes outside of 
Chatsworth and they don’t actually physically handle the drugs, they’ve 
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got other people to do it, small guys, they use people around them, 
where they used to have their homes. Most have not sold their homes in 
Chatsworth, they’ve got their brothers, their aunties, their whoever, rent-
ing their properties, so the business takes place from there.

The task of police is compounded by local poverty. According to W/O 
Chetty:

Around any drug den, you’ll find the poorer people. They [dealers] tend 
to latch on to them and use them to continue with their activities because 
poor people, they desperate, they’re going to store your drugs, they going 
to give you some kind of alibi so that is also a problem we face when it 
comes to arresting people.

In April 2010, for example, police arrested a 73-year-old grand-
mother in Bayview who was storing 200 sugars straws for a local 
dealer (Independent on Saturday, 17 April 2010). Captain X also 
referred to the ‘“Robin Hood” syndrome, not just in Chatsworth, 
in a lot of areas the drug dealer pays for parties – street parties – 
he helps the poor, he supplies what other people don’t supply, he’s 
become an accepted part of the community. Instead of being ostra-
cised, he’s accepted.’

Police are also short of resources, as Captain X notes:

We are uniformed police, uniformed in marked cars, blue light, siren. 
Drugs – how do you deal with drugs? In uniform? No. Undercover. So, 
we’re making a lot of arrests everyday [but] it’s almost like you very good 
and lucky that you make arrests. Most people that we’re catching are 
young, male, between 19 and 25, mostly standing outside their houses. 
We just drive and look and see if they act suspicious, if they throw some-
thing down and you see it, you make an arrest.

Surveillance, W/O Chetty stressed, requires staff, training, and efficient 
weapons and vehicles:

Obviously the people that are dealing with drugs, the user, the dealers, the 
manufacturers, the distributors, they all are aware that it’s contraband, 
they are also aware that police are going to arrest them, so they not going 
to make it easy for us just to walk in there, arrest and walk away … They 

Chatsworth.indb   324 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



‘ O U R  I N D I A N  P O L I C E S  A R E  B O U G H T  O F F ’ 3 2 5

are sophisticated, you just cannot beat them so you need to become like 
them in order to actually get to know what is going on. We have to have 
an integrated approach.

However, instead of reinforcing police resources, the Scorpions 
(Directorate of Special Operations), a multi-disciplinary agency made 
up of police, prosecutors and forensic and intelligence experts, was offi-
cially disbanded in January 2009, with allegations that they had come 
into conflict with then head of the SAPS, Jackie Selebi, who was subse-
quently found guilty of corruption. Sam Pillay of the Anti-Drugs Forum 
felt that disbanding the Scorpions ‘will see the drug-blighted commu-
nity of Chatsworth’s worst nightmare become a reality … Without the 
Scorpions who will police the police?’ (The Times, 18 February 2008). 
In April 2011, a five-member crime prevention unit that targeted drugs 
in Chatsworth was relocated to Umlazi. Community leaders organised 
a march to protest this decision but to no avail. Sam Pillay was ‘flab-
bergasted’ that a unit familiar with the modus operandi of crime in 
the area was being removed and wondered whether ‘someone in a high 
position has a particular interest in the drug trade of the area’ (Daily 
News, 4 April 2011).

Another problem identified by police officers was ‘lax’ application of 
the law. The renaming of the police force to South African Police Services 
pointed to a more human-rights approach to policing. According to 
Captain X, protection given to citizens by the Constitution meant that 
police have to tread warily: ‘We almost created the problem, you could 
say. When you meet people in the street, it’s like, come on deal with 
them PAGAD [People Against Gangsterism and Drugs] style but, as 
you know, we got a constitution, you’re not allowed vigilantism.’ W/O 
Derrick also stated that hold-ups in the justice system were hampering 
the fight against the trade in drugs.

When these matters go to court, the court has its own unique problems, 
the justice system is sitting with backlogs, if you look at the amount of 
drug cases that we are dealing with, it’s humungous. They want to get 
rid of these things as quickly as possible from their rolls, so they will 
enter, for example, a plea bargain without waiting maybe for the guy’s 
reports, you know, his previous convictions so they can give him a proper 
sentence.
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One of the ways in which the state sought to solve its policing prob-
lems was through involving the community formally through policing 
forums.

Community Policing Forum (CPF)
The difficulty in forging a partnership between police and the local 
community is another impediment in the fight against crime and drugs. 
One police spokesperson said that potential informers were ‘sacrificing 
their moral and civic duties for dirty money payment’, which is used 
to pay their electricity, water and general household expenses’ (Daily 
News, 8 July 2003). Captain X pointed out that ‘there’s a reluctance 
to report the neighbour, so community policing sometimes doesn’t 
work in the community’. W/O Chetty warned that without community 
vigilance the battle against criminals would be lost: ‘If a drug dealer 
starts a shop in your road, then your whole street should say, “hey, 
what you doing?” When you get to the stage where the community will 
accept it, then you got a problem, then you got silence, then you got 
distrust.’ Captain X also pointed to a lack of cooperation from ordi-
nary residents:

They’re complaining about the police but when we have a meeting, there’s 
Community Police Forums – when you sit there no one mentions names, 
no one gives statements. It’s all anonymous. The law doesn’t work on 
anonymous, the law works on a statement that is signed. The community 
can see exactly what’s going on, we can’t. If I go there with my uniform 
like a prefect, all the kids will stop smoking – but the community can see 
what’s going on. There’s no ways the drug dealer can operate on the street 
if the community of that street is telling us exactly what’s going on there.

The difficulty of forging a relationship with the community extends to 
formal structures such as the Community Policing Forums which were 
established in 1997 (Marks and Wood 2010: 312) to report criminal 
activity to the police as well as keep a check on police excesses. In the 
early period in Chatsworth CPF members tended to be political or civic 
activists, or religious leaders who contested for leadership in the CPF 
and were often at loggerheads with each other as well as the police. As 
Hansen (2012: 54) puts it, the ‘meetings soon turned into arenas where 
the very right to represent the community, and in which style, became 
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the bone of contention’.
There are two CPFs in Chatsworth, the Bayview Community Policing 

Forum (BCPF) and the Chatsworth Community Policing Forum. The 
Bayview CPF was formed by a strong contingent of ANC activists, such 
as ‘Shoots’ Naidoo, Charm Govender, Maggie Govender, Rajen Pillay 
and Devan Pillay. Only a few years previously, they had been harassed 
for their political activities by the very policemen with whom they were 
now expected to work. According to Devan, activists ‘objected to the 
prescriptive way in which the CPF was being set up – it was being driven 
by the police who had too much power’. In fact, the inaugural meeting 
was called off until police agreed to transfer a particularly notorious 
officer from Bayview. Devan has served as treasurer, chairperson and 
executive member of the Bayview CPF over the past fifteen years. While 
police feel that the community is not cooperative, Devan believes that 
that there is very little interest from the police. In past years, for exam-
ple, the CPF introduced ‘get to know’ policing, which involved police 
officers visiting homes in the community. This practice has fallen away. 
The CPF also purchased a caravan that is moved around in the area to 
create awareness of crime, but few police officers turn up, according 
to Devan, who blames the community’s apathy on police indifference.

In the 1990s the CCPF was divided into two factions, one under 
E.G. ‘Barney’ Pillay and another under Mannie Perumal (Leader, 6 
November 1998). Differences were political in the first instance, as one 
faction was aligned to the Minority Front (MF) and the other to the 
ANC. The early CCPF included prominent community members such 
as Logan Naidoo of Child Welfare, Saloshna Moodley, Visvin Reddy, 
Paris Singh and Barney Pillay. According to letters to local newspa-
pers, the appointment of then MF councillor Visvin Reddy (he was 
subsequently to join the ANC) to the CCPF was seen in a positive light 
because he had a popular following and deep roots in the township. 
Following a spate of murders in early 2003, however, six members of 
the CCPF resigned, including Reddy who said that the CCPF could not 
assist the police as ‘there are only a few good men … There is only so 
much a community can do in motivating a force’ (Leader, 21 March 
2003). The community met with then Provincial Minister of Safety and 
Security, N.J. Ngubane in March 2003 to discuss the breakdown in rela-
tions between police and the community. Ngubane urged them not to 
give up on partnership policing.

Visvin Reddy was involved in 
Chatsworth and District against 
Crime. 

Chatsworth.indb   327 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



C H AT S W O R T H3 2 8

If there is a known rapist in the area, I urge members of the community to 
forcibly seize him and squeeze him where it hurts until he cries. If he does 
not cry then you’re simply not squeezing hard enough. Take him to your 
nearest police service … The police force is nothing without community 
involvement (Leader, 21 March 2003).

Ngubane’s statement reflects the culture of force beginning to permeate 
the police force around this time.

In April 2006, a new body, Chatsworth and District against Crime 
(Cadac), was formed with Dr Paul Lutchman as chairman and Visvin 
Reddy as his deputy. This followed the death of Reddy’s brother, 
Sergeant Selvan Reddy, who was gunned down at his Shallcross home 
(Daily News, 24 March 2006). Lutchman’s Christian Revival Centre 
is in Crossmoor, an area with high rates of crime which residents 
believe is due to their proximity to the Bottlebrush informal settlement. 
Lutchman felt that the police as an institution were dishonest and badly 
managed and the arrival of new police management would not change 
things. ‘If you put a bunch of oranges in a box with one rotten orange, 
eventually all begin to rot.’ Cadac called on members of the CCPF 
and police management to resign as they were ineffective (Daily News, 
3 April 2006).

Cadac had been formed primarily to oust Barney Pillay and 
disbanded in 2007 when Pillay was ousted as chairperson of the CCPF 
by Logan Chetty, proprietor of the Unit 5-based Merebank Funeral 
Services. Chetty, who has lived in Bayview since 1963, has served the 
local community in various capacities since 1970. He was a member 
of the Bayview Civic Association which was formed in the early 1970s, 
the Southern Durban LAC, and the House of Delegates from 1984 to 
1994, where he held the portfolio of law and order. To make the large 
area more manageable, the CCPF has been broken up into thirteen 
sub-forums. According to Chetty, they want to cooperate with police 
but are handicapped by a lack of resources – ‘no finance, no staff, 
nobody has ever been paid for twenty years. I use my own phone, 
vehicle …’ After a long struggle the CCPF was finally given an office 
at the CPS. While the attitude of police is more positive, some of 
them, according to Logan, ‘feel that members of the CPF are “spies” 
but that is not our duty. I believe in “shooting straight”. If  they doing 
wrong we must act.’
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Conclusion: building trust
The relationship between the police and public in the fight against 
crime is complex. As a result of top-down apartheid policing struc-
tures, the police became a ‘law unto themselves’ and many officers 
have been guilty of excesses in the post-apartheid period. One way 
to redress this has been to deracialise the police in Chatsworth. 
This, in turn, raised sensitive issues around old apartheid racial 
prejudices, while police corruption and malpractice has not dissi-
pated. Many residents have lost confidence in the police and wonder 
whether police are capable of protecting them when the Chatsworth 
Police Station itself  was broken into five times in the period between 
February and April 2008, with cups, saucers, stationery and police 
dockets stolen, notwithstanding the fact that a private security 
company was employed to keep the station secure (Sunday Tribune, 
23 March 2008). Negative reporting feeds negative public percep-
tions. In September 2011, for example, two constables at Bayview, 
Andile Cele and Siphelele Mnguni, were found guilty of accepting a 
R2 000 bribe from Phumelela Mkhize, who was caught in possession 
of dagga. They also stole his cell phone (Daily News, 6 September 
2011).

Among many residents, there is discontent in the police’s inability 
to deal with drugs and crime. This is attributed both to the character 
of individual police officers and the general policing structure with its 
structural problems of limited resources, capacity constraints, inade-
quately trained personnel, and poor managerial expertise. Partnership 
policing with the public has been ineffective, partly because of differ-
ences within the CPFs. Chatsworth is a large area and one cannot 
speak of identifiable ‘communities’ outside of specific interest groups. 
In a context where police have limited resources, it would have been a 
boon had they been able to deal with a body that spoke for the collec-
tive. Having to deal with different interest groups adds to the strain on 
police resources.

At the top of any list to improve policing must be the provision of 
more resources and capacity so that policing is proactive rather than 
reactive. Marks argues that ‘the surest way to build legitimacy on 
the part of the police is for them to demonstrate that they are both 
democratic as well as effective as a public service agency with unique 
mandates, skills and resources’ (Marks and Wood 2010: 322). In the 
absence of effective policing, some have taken it upon themselves to 
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‘police’ the area. During his stay in the township, Hansen observed that 
frustrated locals began to organise civic patrols which

attracted a mixed group of volunteers. Some had a history of encounters 
with the police force, while others were driven by strong religious and 
ethical motives of revenge and protection of family, community and prop-
erty. The patrols became involved in a range of intractable and unpredict-
able activities … The invisibility of the patrols, and their increasingly 
free-booting mode of operation, made it apparent that the ‘lawmaking 
violence’ was disentangling itself from nominal oversight by the police 
and CPF as the patrols began to resemble vigilante groups (Hansen 2012: 
55).

For a while, even PAGAD, which had originally been formed in the 
Cape to spearhead the ‘war on drugs’, formed a branch in the town-
ship in 1996 under the leadership of a Muslim (Rashid Suleman), a 
Hindu priest (Pandit Randuth Nagaser) and a Christian pastor (Eugene 
Perumal of Chatsworth’s Soul-Savers Outreach Mission), and attracted 
the sympathies of desperate locals (Mail & Guardian, 23 August 1996). 
Press reports in January 2011 suggested that PAGAD was making a 
comeback. There is a ‘dark’ side to community ‘policing’ which oper-
ates outside the law and puts lives at risk. Most middle-class residents 
have adopted the more ‘acceptable’ option of ‘outsourcing’ security to 
private security companies.

But, as many community activists and members of CPFs attest, what-
ever the role of the police and of neighbourhood watches, their reach 
will always be limited as long the socio-economic conditions and the 
sense of vanishing opportunities make more and more young people 
ready recruits for drug lords, crime syndicates and local gangs.
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Chapter 25

31 Million Reasons

Naresh Veeran

It had rained heavily the evening before and even though the weather 
had cleared sometime in the middle of the night the roads were still 

fairly slick. I left the Radio ABH studios just after nine that morn-
ing and navigated my way through Chatsworth’s labyrinth which, at 
the best of times, can be treacherous for anyone on a bike. I therefore 
slowed down considerably as I approached R.K. Khan Hospital to turn 
right into Florence Nightingale Drive.

It was a Wednesday morning, I remember it clearly, and the roads 
were reasonably quiet but I still exercised caution as I passed the post 
office and turned up Westcliff Drive. The sun greeted me as I reached 
the crest and, almost by proxy, the road suddenly seemed drier. As I 
gradually opened the throttle on my bike, I got the distinct feeling that 
it was going to be an important day.

It didn’t start out that way, though.
My station manager, Prem Polton, rang me at four that morning 

requesting that I stand in for Mahendra Ragunath who usually did the 
morning drive show but who’d called in sick. Mahendra would one day 
go on to read the news on television but, on that wet and chilly morn-
ing in 1996, I suspected that his malady was, in fact, his lady who, at 
that ungodly hour, was most likely safely ensconced in his arms. I tried 
my best to talk my way out of doing the show but Mr Polton – no one 
called him Prem to his face – didn’t suffer DJs gladly.

‘Listen, Naresh,’ he said, before he abruptly ended the call, ‘Mahen 
leaves in a few weeks and you wanted a shot at the breakfast show, 
here’s your chance. Turn down this morning’s show and you can also 
kiss your afternoon drive show goodbye. So, if you want a career in 
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radio, I suggest you get your butt out of bed, into the shower and be 
ready to go live at five. Am I clear?’

Polton had a talent for making himself heard above the cluttered 
after-effects of a late night and, as East Coast Radio’s previous incar-
nation, Radio Port Natal, wasn’t hiring at that time, I was good to go 
within 30 minutes of his call.

I’d like to think that the show was good, a couple of notches above 
our primary competitor’s morning offering but, as the station I worked 
at was a highly niched, community-driven offering, I figured that, at 
the very least, all 50 listeners must have got their money’s worth that 
morning.

‘Thunder Polt’, as I referred to Polton when he was out of earshot, 
came by at around 7.30 to remind me to submit my afternoon ‘show 
prep’. What this amounted to was a management request for a written 
schedule of the things I intended talking about, the playlist I’d be draw-
ing on and the overall direction I would be taking with my show. I hated 
‘show prep’ as I felt it took away the spontaneity and immediacy that 
radio offered but, years later, I would realise that I learned more from 
Polton about good radio in that single instruction than I did through-
out my career.

Thunder Polt smelled funny and when I spotted his beige raincoat 
and brown leather cap in his hand I realised why. It was the 6th of 
August, which fell smack bang in the middle of the shad-fishing season 
and ol’ Thunder was a keen fisherman. This meant, though, that he 
must have called me from a payphone somewhere near the beach that 
morning.

The thing was that back in 1996, if you were out and about and 
needed to make a call, you had to find a payphone or, as Polton would 
say, a ‘call box’. Cell phones had barely been invented. In fact, there 
was only one cellular service provider in the country at the time and 
I don’t recall knowing anyone personally who actually owned a cell 
phone. Social media, as we now understand it, was unheard of and 
if you wanted the news in the middle of the day, you bought a paper, 
switched on the radio or, if you lived in Road 908, Moorton, visited 
Aunty Yoga at house number 72.

Like most naïve DJs, I felt that show prep was only for those who 
were, well, unable to wing it, but Thunder Polt had spoken and I needed 
to sit down with my producer, Nadine Naidoo and put a semblance 
of a framework together for my afternoon show. I called her from the 
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studio and we agreed to meet after the breakfast show at a place in 
Westcliff called the Princess Restaurant, or ‘Princess’ as the regulars 
referred to it.

‘Princess’, in fact, was not quite a restaurant nor resembled her 
namesake in any way. Sandwiched between Bhana’s Supermarket 
and Welcome Butchery on the Westcliff/Silverglen border, her choice 
of scent can best be described as ‘Curry No. 5’. As you crossed her 
threshold, you’d realise immediately that she was stuck in a time warp 
somewhere in the mid-1980s. If she was a person, she would most likely 
have worn George Michael’s shoulder pads, Andrew Ridgley’s hairstyle 
and David Hasselhoff’s leather jacket – a black Ford Escort 1600 Sport 
would obviously have been her ride of choice.

A large man named Kessie with a walrus moustache ran the show 
and, like Princess’s decor, seemed a throw-back to the 80s. In all the 
years that I frequented the place, I never found out whether he was the 
owner or an employee, as he was a man of no words. He simply stared 
at you until you ordered.

The look and feel of the place notwithstanding, Princess was your 
go-to spot at three in the morning as she never closed her doors. Then, 
of course, her beans bunnies were the stuff of legends – thick gravy 
smothering industrially softened sugar beans braised in enough chilli 
powder to kick-start global warming, and potatoes that resembled lava 
the nanosecond before it melted.

I arrived just before 9.30 and couldn’t bring myself to order a beans 
bunny, not for breakfast, so I opted for a mutton bunny instead. Nadine 
rocked up fifteen minutes later and smiled at Kessie as he slid her usual 
toasted cheese sandwich across the Formica-topped counter. He smiled 
back. All these years later, it continues to boggle my mind how Kessie 
always got the timing just right when Nadine walked in.

Kessie listened to nothing but Lotus FM all day, every day, and that 
morning was no different. Perhaps if I’d told him that in three years to 
the day I’d be running his beloved station, he would have shared a smile 
with me, too.

Nadine would one day go on to pursue a career in children’s televi-
sion and was buzzing with ideas that morning – most of them charac-
teristically unworkable. We were huddled in the corner next to a soccer 
machine in the midst of a heated discussion when Ray Maharaj read the 
ten o’clock news bulletin, and that was my first encounter with a story 
that would eventually influence a large part of what I did creatively in 
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the future. The facts were pretty straightforward: at midnight the previ-
ous evening, five men wearing balaclavas, overalls, boots and gloves 
walked into a cash-holding facility in Westmead near Pinetown called 
SBV Services, held the staff at gunpoint and drove off in two of the 
SBV’s vehicles twenty minutes later without firing a single shot. The 
gang purportedly helped themselves to R31 million in cash, making the 
heist the largest of its kind in South Africa’s history.

Ten years later, I would write a fictional account of what happened 
that night and it would become a best-seller, and three years after that a 
movie based on my story would go on circuit. The success of the story 
would inspire me to work on related projects and, by 2009, would help 
kick-start my foray into filmmaking.

Every journey, though, begins with the first step and mine began on 
my show that afternoon when the first report came in that one of the 
stolen SBV vehicles was found abandoned on Bulbul Drive in Silverglen. 
A few minutes later, we received a second report which explained 
how the gang had managed to buy twenty minutes inside SBV with-
out any show of force from the authorities. Police in the Pinetown and 
Mariannhill areas, the release stated, received calls an hour before the 
SBV heist informing them that an officer was fatally wounded at a loca-
tion some distance away from Westmead – the caller obviously being 
aware that every available policeman in the vicinity would respond, 
thus providing the gang with a crucial window of opportunity.

From there the story took on a life of its own. The fact that one of 
the getaway cars was found in Silverglen, coupled with the gang’s obvi-
ous inside knowledge of how the police operated, and the fact that the 
robbery was committed with military precision, meant only one thing: 
the heist had to have been pulled off by Chatsworth cops.

We fielded hundreds of calls at the station over the next few weeks 
and, while the authorities were fairly tight-lipped after releasing their 
initial reports, the people of Chatsworth weren’t. Every caller had an 
opinion and the crime was solved as far as they were concerned. It was 
just a matter of time before the guilty were named. As one of my callers 
stated, ‘Chatsworth is a small town; you know what your neighbour is 
cooking even before she cooks it.’

As it turned out, a group of renegade cops from Chatsworth did, 
indeed, commit the crime and it was five crucial but initially unrelated 
bits of information that eventually segued together and led to their 
downfall.
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Firstly, the gang used cell phoned to communicate with each other 
during the robbery – this at a time when even drug dealers couldn’t 
afford them. With what seemed like tons of meticulous planning that 
went into the robbery, did the gang not realise that the SBV employees 
would notice their use of cell phones and, once alerted to this, that 
the investigating team would easily be able to isolate the cell-phone 
numbers and track their usage?

Secondly, like bungling thieves the world over, careful planning ended 
when the gang left the scene of the crime. One of the members, it turned 
out, continued to use his cell phone after the heist was committed. Did 
he not realise that if the authorities cottoned onto the fact that a cell 
phone was used they would not only triangulate its position and track 
its usage but tap all subsequent calls made from it? This, incidentally, 
led to the authorities recovering R5 million from the SBV robbery at a 
home in Sea Cow Lake two weeks later.

The third dangling thread was that the stolen vehicles were aban-
doned less than twenty minutes away from the scene of the crime, 
one of them within spitting distance of Chatsworth and the other in 
Chatsworth itself.

The next nail in the coffin was just plain stupidity. The cops, think-
ing they were invincible, went on a spending spree. Did they not think 
that a cop earning less than R5 000 a month buying a brand-new SUV 
would stick out like a … cop earning less than R5 000 a month buying 
a brand-new SUV?

Then, there were a couple of them who got together and bought a 

Dalliah ‘Parker’ Appalsamy (centre) 
being escorted into court in 
Durban during his trial. 
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nightclub – 500 metres away from the Chatsworth police station where 
they worked – and then reportedly had the audacity to pay off their 
superior officer a month’s salary in cash to grant them time-off from 
work to run the business. The kicker, of course, was the cop who 
apparently invited his family and friends home for a braai one Saturday 
afternoon and, after a few drinks, chartered a private plane to fly them 
all to the Kruger National Park for sundowners.

And, finally, if the Kruger excursion and the SUV and nightclub 
purchases weren’t dumb enough, some of the cops’ wives took idiocy to 
a whole new level. Newspaper reports would later indicate that within 
months of the robbery, new kitchens were ordered, bedrooms re-fitted, 
houses extended and new swimming pools built – this in a township 
where your neighbours not only know what you’re planning to prepare 
for dinner, but the names and ages of all four of the guy’s sister’s kids 
from whom you purchased the ingredients.

Due primarily to a lack of hard evidence linking the gang to the 
robbery, it was only in March 2000 that the last member was jailed 
for the crime. What amazed me in those four years, though, was the 
reaction of Chatsworth people to the crime. Initially, the response was, 
in almost all instances, shock, but as new bits of information came to 
light, the shock seemed to turn to admiration.

The fact was that the gang ultimately comprised a bunch of thieves 
who abused the public’s trust by using their positions of power to 
enrich themselves. Was it that no one was injured, or was it that a gang 
who pulled off the biggest heist in the country’s history came from 
Chatsworth, that so enamoured the community to them?

Could the community’s admiration be attributed to the size of 
the swag? The SBV facility was insured by Lloyds of London for R3   
million, but word on the street was that the gang chose a Tuesday 
evening because they were privy to the fact that Wednesday is tradi-
tionally an important day in the banking week and the facility often 
processed up to four times its insured amount on the day before.

At my recent high-school reunion, many of my friends went on about 
how great it was to have grown up in Chatsworth and how cool things 
were back in the day. The reality, though, was that nothing could be 
further from the truth.

The township, like others spread all around the country, was created 
in the first instance as part of the apartheid government’s plan to sepa-
rate South Africans by race. The facilities and infrastructure were basic 
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– in those parts of the township where they did, in fact, exist – and 
people were forced to live, love, learn, worship and socialise in spaces 
that weren’t always designed for human occupation. Despite this, the 
township evolved, prospered and, by the advent of democracy, became 
a social and economic hub with an identity all its own.

Growing up during apartheid was soul-destroying but, for the youth, 
it was especially so as it took away hope by imposing regulated limita-
tions on progress, growth and development. For groups living in town-
ships, role models were few and aspirations were thus governed in a 
very real sense.

Was the community’s admiration for the criminals, then, based on the 
fact that some of their own dared to pull off the country’s biggest heist, 
given the circumstances above? Or was it that the robbery provided the 
community with the first tangible opportunity to finally make a politi-
cal statement by giving the authorities the finger?

In reality, though, legislated apartheid had ended two years before 
this, in 1994. The community was now preaching to the choir.

When I began research for my book, 31 Million Reasons, in 2005, 
I interviewed Chatsworth residents from all walks of life about the 
robbery and practically everyone I spoke to would begin by telling 
me how they were connected, related or married to someone who was 
connected, related or married to one of the SBV gang members. The 
admiration I saw in 1996 was clearly a case of full-blown pride by 2005 
and it baffled me then as much as it did at the time of the heist.

Colin Nayager, photographed 
here during his trial, was handed 
a 23-year sentence. 
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The robbery wasn’t a Robin Hood crime. No one but the thieves 
and their families enjoyed their ill-gotten gains. Then, there were the 
murders that were committed in the aftermath. The man who supplied 
the cops with cell phones, for example, was amongst the first to be shot 
and killed, followed by the murders of others linked to the crime.

The fact of armed robbery committed by people sworn to protect the 
community notwithstanding, did the community deliberately choose 
to ignore the killings? One of my interviewees attempted to answer my 
question with the following:

Indians have always been quick to recognise opportunities and resource-
ful enough to leverage those opportunities. The SBV facility was always 
there but it took a bunch of Indians to realise that it held more cash than 
most banks, plan a heist with the efficiency reserved only for the movies 
and then get on with life as if nothing happened. Think about it: the cell 
phone that was used in the robbery was tapped but the authorities didn’t 
bother getting a warrant for the tap so the two guys initially arrested 
walked free due to a technicality. Apart from that, the authorities couldn’t 
find a single shred of evidence or a single witness to tie the gang to the 
crime. In the end, it was one of their own, who feared doing time for an 
unrelated crime that he committed, that got them all arrested. In theory, 
they pulled off the biggest heist in South Africa’s history and got away 
with it.

‘Got away with it?’ I asked.
‘Of course; you show me where the other hundred million is and I’ll 

show you who got away with what,’ my informant quipped.

Lloyds sent over a team to assist the South African Police to solve the 
crime but their tenure ended on the day that they acquired enough 
information, assets and cash amounting to the sum assured – R31 
million rand. Retrieving any other amounts was outside the scope of 
their investigation.

SBV Services was robbed again a year after the R31 million heist, 
followed by a series of cash and cash-in-transit heists countrywide. One 
interviewee surmised that a possible source of the community’s admi-
ration was that, ‘Our boys were the first to pull off the job successfully. 
They showed how it could be done without violence and intimidation.’

The reality, though, was that violence and intimidation did, indeed, 
follow the heist.
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Another source stated, ‘For years banks have been screwing us. We 
showed them that what goes around comes around.’

Could the community’s admiration for the gang, then, be based 
simply on economic revenge?

A politician from Chatsworth to whom I chatted during the movie 
production of 31 Million Reasons said that revenge was perhaps too 
strong a word. He stated:

No matter how you cut this, the SBV gang members were not examples 
of what the people of Chatsworth stood for – family, loyalty, hard work, 
education and ingenuity. The 31 million robbers were definitely not role 
models. The problem with Chatsworth, though, was that it comprised a 
fractured group of disenfranchised people who were given few opportu-
nities and even fewer pats on the back when they did make the best of a 
bad situation. The SBV gang were not admired by that group – the group 
who did right by the community – but by thousands in the community 
who were misguided, angry, who didn’t know better and who didn’t care. 
All they saw was that one of their own showed up the authorities – once 
and for all.

Another politician reinforced the above view when he stated, ‘Make no 
mistake about this; we are dealing with a bunch of common criminals, 
nothing more. It’s not the 31 gang or the crime they committed that the 
community admired but what the act represented, defiance, and what it 
unleashed, years of pent-up anger.’

Reflecting on both the crime and the aftermath, it is clear that the 1996 
SBV cash heist was significantly more than just a robbery. It attracted 
local, national and international attention for a number of reasons. If it 
had been committed today, perhaps one of my interviewee’s comments 
would best capture what many tweets and Facebook posts might read: 
‘You can’t beat the charous. Only a char cop will pull off a robbery on 
Tuesday night and then go to work on Wednesday morning to investi-
gate the same robbery.’
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What happened that night
Source: Daily News, 9 November 2007

On the night of 6 August 1996, five 
armed gunmen robbed the SBV Servic-
es, a cash holding facility in Pinetown 
near Durban, of more than thirty-one 
million rands. It was the biggest robbery 
in South African history and took less 
than twenty minutes without a single 
injury or fatality.

Logandheran ‘Yeggie’ Naidoo and 
Rajan ‘Peli’ Naidoo of Mariannhill were 
arrested two weeks later in connection 
with the robbery but were found not 
guilty due to a technicality. They were 
released in November 1997.

In January 2000, Hanujayam ‘Seelan’ 
Mayadevan, a detective stationed at the 
Chatsworth branch of the South African 
Police Services, turned state witness and 

named a number of individuals includ-
ing colleagues as being part of the gang 
that pulled off the SBV heist.

 In March 2000, the following individ-
uals were directly implicated in the SBV 
robbery. They were subsequently arrest-
ed, tried and found guilty:
• Captain Balasoorian ‘Rennie’ Naidoo
• Captain Goolam Mustapha ‘Dusty’ 

Dustigar
• Inspector Jordan ‘Jason’ Daniel
• Sergeant Sagren Soobramoney 

‘Cheesa’ Nair
• Mr Dalliah ‘Parker’ Appelsamy
• Mr Colin Nayager
• Mr Perumal Soobramoney ‘PS’ Naidoo
• Mr Dharmalingum ‘Diamond’ N
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Chapter 26

Taxis

Ashwin Desai

What about this sticker on the taxis ‘dont laugh your 
daughter might be inside’ lol

— Heenen Ramnath, 29 may 2012 at 11.53 p.m.

Transport has always been a big issue in Chatsworth. Many resi-
dents leave home before dawn in order to get to work on time, 

returning only after 6.30 p.m. The most ubiquitous form of transport 
during the early years was privately owned buses. Many of them were 
painted in bright colours. Some of the colours had religious connota-
tions while others ‘painted the bus the colour of the fresh produce they 
grew’. They also bore nicknames, often reflecting songs or sayings of 
the period; ‘No time to model’ was directed at the ladies who took their 
time sauntering slowly to the bus (Aberdeen 2012: 3).

The buses would make their tortuous journeys through the main 
arteries running through the units and finally onto Higginson Highway. 
Movement in the township was revolutionised by inner-circle buses, 
pioneered by the Ramlall family, which facilitated movement within 
Chatsworth. The bus monopoly was threatened by the coming of the 
trains in the early 1970s. But the trains operated long distances from 
people’s homes, were more expensive and failed to attract patrons. The 
authorities tried strong-arm tactics but the bus owners fought back and 
eventually prevailed.

I often took these buses as a high school student, from town to 
Chatsworth and back. It could be incredibly frustrating when the buses 
parked off in Clairwood, sitting like crocodiles in the summer sun, 
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waiting for passengers that never came. But buses were not just a means 
of transport. They were places of humour, love trysts and instant 
friendships. Sandy Ramlall of Royal Passenger Service remembers that 
the bus industry ‘created a craze that no other transport system can 
match. It was a phenomenal achievement for the Indians. The people of 
Chatsworth were taken on an inner circle ride of cherished memories’ 
(quoted in Aberdeen 2012: 78).

Buses are almost extinct in Chatsworth these days, gone the way of 
the dignified, well-heeled gangsters and the women clothing workers. 
Privately owned kombi taxis are now ubiquitous, as in most town-
ships in South Africa. The HiAce was commonly known as a ‘Square’. 
Each owner had their own name brands as well. The most famous 
taxis in the 1980s were the ‘Godfather’ taxis owned by Jeeva, and the 
‘Mayor’ taxis owned by Logan. The naming and decoration of taxis 
was key to their popularity. The most popular and colourful taxis 
are known as ‘Swankers’ (show-offs), with such names as Chicano’s, 
Chuckie, Tiffany, Childsplay 2 and The Senator. The lifespan of the 
swanking taxis is short and investments must be recouped rapidly, so 
higher fares are charged, as it is considered fashionable to use these 
taxis.

Taxis have much more to offer than other transport modes; as one 
resident recalled, the music ‘was louder as a result of the smaller space. 
Unlike buses they stopped exactly at your drop-off point. Everyone 
could see you, so you felt important and more noticed. And the sense 
of speed was enticing. I mean, we would clap as we overtook a bus 
huffing and puffing up 201.’ One old school friend remembered the first 
rides in a taxi:

it was an ego boost to sit up front with your arm resting on the passen-
ger door, window down, to make sure everyone saw you. I was around 
twenty. The interiors were stylishly upholstered, sometimes custom-made 
seats, sometimes standard. Always a conspicuous array of mids, tweeters, 
speakers, the more the better. Killer sounds with heavy but clear base. You 
know if a taxi is coming from the vibrating windows.

Music styles lingered as much as they changed. In the 1980s, it was 
disco and R&B funk. Then in the 1990s came the era of hardcore rap 
(gangster rap) and house music, which stayed through the turn of the 
decade. On a Facebook site,1 the question ‘do you miss the old school 
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Durban Taxis with earth shattering bass or were they just annoying?’ 
yielded many nostalgic responses such as the following, which point to 
the attraction of loud music in Indian taxis:

Novlen Govender: I see some of u guys know all the chatsworth taxi’s. 
That’s all good. I used to drive and pirate:) a few of them back in the 
days. Well the best and all time Legends from my side would have 
to be the Summer Breeze and Summer Sensation from the 11’s Bully 
from the 9’s and not forgetting the Only Taxi that smashed records 
{at that time} and Killed All Phoenix Taxi’s was the one and only 
Total Chaos. The Good Old Day’s (29 May 2012 at 10.30 a.m.).

Dinesh Singh: miss it man but some chatsworth taxis are still doing 
damage … im all for the hummm thats makes your windows dance 
(29 ;)May 2012 at 10.53 a.m.).

Rithin Sewsunker: Absolutely miss those days. I see many names 
mentioned but no one mentioned Dangerous with the 8 x 15” 
Earthquake Magma’s. Sat in a lot of kombi’s even with double the 
sound as Dangerous and still I think that the Danger sounded much 
better. *sigh* really miss those days (29 May 2012 at 11.05 a.m.).

Ajit Ramsewak: But I think the van that started the shattering bass and 
gangster music was prince feroze from chatsworth and 1st ever vans 
with 6by9s red devil and lethel wepon, that’s where the bug bit (29 
May 2012 at 10.58 a.m.).

Loud music in taxis has periodically come under criticism, especially 

As with many parts of South Africa, 
taxis are the main mode of public 
transport in Chatsworth.
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from the elderly. In 1999, Mohan Singh of the South African Taxi 
Owners Association revealed: ‘When complaints concerning loud 
music are made, the drivers become abusive and aggressive … The taxis 
not only play loud music but the lyrics are disgusting and shows no 
respect for elderly passengers’ (Leader, 29 January 1999). The chair-
person of the Minibus Taxi Owners Association countered: ‘The taxis 
need to play loud music to attract youngsters to take the taxi. We try to 
please all parties concerned’ (Leader, 29 January 1999). But the sound 
of music has progressively become and more aggressive.

At first, the gangsters ran the industry without any formal asso-
ciation as the trade was largely unregulated. Once the taxi industry 
became legislated, the Chatsworth Taxi Association was born, with the 
founding members still gangsters. A taxi owner in Unit 2 was involved 
from the start. If you wanted a permit, you went to him. As the associ-
ation grew, the processes fell in line with other ‘legitimate’ associations 
and the industry became organised with proper routes, stopping areas, 
ranking and queuing rules.

Owners have changed over time. During the early years, a few 
older ‘elite’ individuals owned many taxis. The industry grew and 
more people were given access to permits. Now the industry owners 
are young, moneyed men with several taxis each. Many gangsters still 
own taxis. For a time, the drivers and conductors were by far the most 
admired and envied in the community. Every girl wanted a taxi driver 
or ‘con-die’ (conductor) as a boyfriend. But this status has declined as 
the long hours, constant pressure to attract customers and increased 
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regulation by taxi associations have dulled the image of the taxi driver 
and conductors as men ‘who live on the edge’.

As a former driver on the inner-circuit route remembered, the rank 
was full of characters. The Checkers rank and the Unit 9 station rank 
had a call-card game every day all day. Taxis and gangsters went hand in 
glove. The early days were controlled by the late Blacks, the late Selva, 
the late Serga Naidoo and, to some extent, by Poonia Seelan. I knew 
all of them personally and at one stage I drove taxis for Blacks. These 
guys had an army of cowardly, thin, Indian wannabe gangsters around 
them, all vying for recognition – including me at the time. The weapon 
of choice was a knife or panga. Then came Sylvester Markhandan, a 
childhood friend of mine who was also close to Blacks, all of us being 
Unit 11 boys. Markhandan was the real thing, with heart and courage 
and the ability to fight. He was always gun-toting. Was my ‘dik bra’ 
from schooldays, so I was set as his sidekick. Then came the new gener-
ation with the gangster music taxis, like Dre Boys and friends. They did 
not follow rules, but were always mindful of the lahnees and their boys 
… for a time at least.

Despite the bravado, even the meanest and toughest-looking drivers 
and conductors know and respect community people. Joyce, an activist 
from Bayview, recounts:

People know me. I’m not only known here. You go to Unit 3, Unit 7 
because, even in the taxi, if I see something is wrong, I’ll tell the driver, 
‘Driver, don’t you think you’re wrong?’, then if the conductor is wrong, 
‘Conductor, you’re wrong, don’t do that because that is supposed to be 
your mother. If that was your mother, what would you do, you under-
stand me?’ Now, they know that aunty, that aunty there. When I walk into 
the taxi, everybody tensions up, like the drivers and conductors. They 
quickly say, Aunty Joyce, how are you, Aunty Joyce, Aunty Joyce, let the 
aunty sit here, because they know I rectify them, I rectify them.

Today, taxis have lost some of the aura and romance of the early years. 
But a growing demand has meant that they are now, undoubtedly, the 
dominant form of ‘public’ transport, and competition amongst taxi 
owners is stiff. As with other parts of South Africa, this competition 
has had some dire consequences. In early 2013, for example, two taxi 
accidents claimed seven lives in the space of two days. In one of the acci-
dents, five people were killed and thirteen injured when a taxi named 
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the ‘Grim Reaper’ overturned. Brandon Pillay, councillor for Ward 69, 
which includes Bayview and Havenside, accused taxi owners of pursu-
ing profit at the expense of safety. He said, ‘We are saying enough is 
enough. We can no longer fold our arms while people are dying on our 
roads weekly.’ There were two problems, according to Pillay: one was 
that taxi owners set a certain amount of money which drivers need to 
submit at the end of each day, resulting in speeding and overloading, 
while the other was reckless drivers who ‘don’t respect the commuters; 
they don’t follow the rules of the road and they don’t even recognise 
that the lives of commuters are in their hands’ (Kweyama 2013). When 
this story was reported on the website ‘looklocal’ it generated a large 
number of responses. The following are representative of the feelings 
of the community:

sugar boy or wunga boyz

hayi why do you,l allow sugar boyz/wunga boyz to drive the 
community . stop sugar boyz /wunga boyz from driving the 
public tansport they jeopadise our life . plz wake up chatsworth 
taxi association .i knw this taxi

— Pissed Off, 24 january 2013, 15.28 p.m.

Taxi Accident
I really feel sorry for people that are forced to use taxi’s. I can imagine 
their thoughts daily wondering if they will make it home again. The taxi 
association need to make sure that the drivers have their PDP licence. 
Taxi drivers and drivers of company buckies are un courteous. They have 
no manners and regards for other driver.

— Kas Naidoo, 24 january 2013, 15.55 p.m.

taxi stops
In chatsworth,its hard 4 drivers 2 pick and drop off passengers,der is not 
much busstops in chatsworth,da ada day I stopped a taxi 2 go 2 da centre 
and next minute owt of no were I c an officer pulling em owt,its unfair 
4 dese guys,were da hell do dy stop,were is der a busstop at 229,regard-
ing da accident da driver is a nutcase how can you stop on a highway,dat 
don’t make sense

— Megandren, 26 january 2013, 7.26 a.m.
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Taxis are divisive but inescapable. Owners are constantly on the look-
out to upgrade their sound and re-brand their vehicles in a bid to attract 
customers. Taxis are not just a means of transport; they are also fash-
ion statements, bringing sounds into the heart of the township, all the 
time driving contemporary styles into the future.

Note
1. https://www.facebook.com/speedandsound/posts/10150856869958565.
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Chapter 27

Trading in the Township
A Checkered History

Goolam Vahed and Ashwin Desai

Indian small traders’ quick entry into Durban’s streets in the late nine-
teenth century was so successful that it led to strong opposition from 

whites. A series of regulations, laws and by-laws was instituted to curtail 
their activities and stymie competition. While systematically hounded 
into ghettoes and markets on the margins of the city, through the twen-
tieth century this trader class somehow survived and prospered.

When Chatsworth grew as a township, the trader class, through 
their reluctance to move out of the city centre, lack of access (business 
sites were carefully controlled), or lack of capital (banks were averse to 
giving credit to small Indian traders), did not follow the market. This 
was to have important long-term consequences as it created the condi-
tions for white mega-capital to enter Chatsworth and blunt the small 
traders and spaza shops.

There were some notable early business investments. The 1970s saw 
a sprouting up of hotels: the Pelican, Sol Namara, West Sun, Savera 
and Chatsworth Hotel, landmark institutions. A number of large and 
state-of-the-art cinemas opened – Odeon, Majestic and Twin City 
(the first Indian-owned building to house two cinemas), as well as the 
Sunset Drive-in. Daddy’s Supermarket was one of the first chains in 
Chatsworth. Redbro, a clothing factory, was the largest industry in 
the area and provided employment to many locals. The arrival of the 
inner-circle buses made movement within the township easier.

Despite these developments, Chatsworth faced a serious shortage of 
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retail facilities. A story in the Daily News of 3 October 1978 titled, ‘A 
long trek for bread’, reported on the problems created by the lack of 
shopping facilities:

Buying a loaf of bread in Chatsworth isn’t an easy business. It can mean 
trudging kilometers to one of the few shops in this massive township, 
depending on a mobile van – or patronizing one of the illegal shops set up 
by private people in their homes. For the owners of the illegal shops, busi-
ness is hazardous. Although they are providing an essential service for the 
community, they’re operating on the wrong side of the law and liable for 
prosecution. The lack of shops is an acute problem for Chatsworth.

This was fifteen years after the first residents moved into Chatsworth. 
According to Local Affairs Committee (LAC) member Amichand 
Rajbansi, around 150 000 people in Arena Park, Moorton, Crossmoor, 
Montford and Risecliff did not have access to shopping facilities. Aside 
from lack of venues where basic foodstuff could be purchased, there 
were only three licensed off-sales stores in the township, leading to the 
profusion of shebeens (Daily News, 3 October 1978).

A report by the City Engineers Department in October 1978 estimated 
that the residents of Chatsworth spent around R13 million per month 
in shopping. Seventy per cent of this was spent in Chatsworth with the 
balance in central Durban (mainly the OK Bazaars and Checkers in 

Siva Reddy of Redbro Clothing 
in front of his almost completed 
building.
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West Street and retail stores in the Grey Street complex), the Pick n Pay 
in Montclair, the Hyperama in Prospecton, and the Warwick Avenue 
Market. The poorest residents of Chatsworth who did not have a car 
or could not afford to travel out of Chatsworth, were forced to pay 
considerably higher prices in the township, while being provided with 
a limited range of products. Conversely, the benefits of shopping in 
Chatsworth included the fact that traders provided goods on credit and 
did home delivery. Purchases in Chatsworth consisted almost entirely of 
groceries, with clothing and household goods being bought in central 
Durban (Natal Mercury, 24 October 1978).

The call to increase access to shopping outlets and chain stores led to 
an increasingly contested set of views.

The Department of Community Development, which was respon-
sible for the provision of shopping facilities in Chatsworth, failed its 
residents by not analysing the needs in the area and providing accord-
ingly. The Department ruled in October 1982 that sites in the township 
could not be sold to white-owned businesses. This fitted snugly with the 
ideology of separate development. The Durban City Council resolved 
to send a delegation led by Durban Mayor Sybil Hotz to the Minister 
to support the opening up of Chatsworth to chain stores and super-
markets, as this would enable residents to buy food and clothing at 
cheaper prices, increase the value of surrounding properties, and make 
township life practicable. The argument elided the fact that the already 

After a struggle of more than 
a decade Dhanpal Naidoo, 
who opened the first tote in 
Chatsworth, was eventually given 
permission to build the Danma 
Centre, which was opened in 1987. 
Naidoo was frustrated that the 
authorities restricted his project to 
a single-storey building.
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privileged, mainly white-owned chain stores and supermarkets would 
benefit from this arrangement and that this very City Council had done 
little to encourage black traders and, in fact, had actively ensured that 
the city centre remained the preserve of white commercial interests.

Councillor Lew Phillips, for one, argued strongly against the Mayor 
on the grounds that Indians were not permitted to own businesses in 
white areas and should therefore have a monopoly in Indian town-
ships (Natal Mercury, 19 October 1982). Phillips had the support of 
the approximately 250 Indian traders in Chatsworth who feared being 
wiped out by competition from white-owned businesses.

Interestingly, some Indians who participated in government-created 
structures that were designed to promote ethnic interests argued for 
an ostensible non-racial approach. T. Palan, chairman of the Southern 
Durban Local Affairs Committee (SDLAC), said that his organisation 
supported the Council because they stood against apartheid and could 
not change their principled position out of self-interest. Venketsami 
Pillay, vice chairman of SDLAC, declared that ‘principles must not 
be sacrificed to suit specific issues … In no way must we subscribe to 
a policy which determines we close doors to white supermarkets in 
Chatsworth to keep a similar trend [as with whites keeping out Indians]’ 
(Natal Mercury, 24 October 1982).

The Reverend Lesley Hammond of an organisation called the 
Housewives League, argued for the principle of ‘service before colour 
and discounts before politics’ for the benefit of consumers. He felt that 
Indian traders were bringing politics into the discussion to protect their 
own interests, and that a few hundred of them were depriving 300 000 
residents of the benefits of having supermarket chains that offered 
better service and lower prices. T.P. Naidoo, director of the Indian 
Academy, added his voice to the debate when he said that white-owned 
chain stores would improve the quality of life in Chatsworth by ‘making 
substantial donations to charities from their profits. Recreational activ-
ities will be sponsored and sporting activities will be tremendously 
boosted’ (Sunday Tribune, 21 November 1982).

This issue split the community and newspapers covered the debate 
regularly. Journalist Leela Naidoo of the Sunday Tribune (12 November 
1982) related the story of a 67-year-old retired farmer, A.M. Govender 
who had been living in Shallcross since 1975. He was an advocate of 
white-owned chain stores because of ‘the ease in which I can do my 
shopping. I can shop at my own pace in a supermarket that is spacious 
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above: Aerial view of the 
Chatsworth Centre at the time of 
its completion (photo: p. squires).

right: The large modern 
supermarket transformed 
shopping habits.
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Romaine Ramdhani (left) and 
Linda Naidoo handing out 
personalised ‘Chatsworth Centre’ 
diaries.

and air-conditioned. The aisles are free-flowing while the Indian shops 
are congested.’ Schoolteacher Baby Govender described shopping in a 
supermarket as ‘soothing after a hard day’s work. A grievance I have 
against many Indian shopkeepers is the way they treat their workers. 
One cringes at the way the workers are treated.’ Naidoo also met with 
Rhoda Mahabeer, secretary of the Housewives League, at the Pick 
n Pay branch in Malvern. According to the store manager, since the 
store had opened in November 1981, 60 to 80 per cent of the clien-
tele was Indian. Mahabeer told Naidoo that she had begun shopping 
at the supermarket because of the ‘convenience, the right prices and 
service’. She hoped that Indian traders ‘would wake up and take stock’. 
By contrast, housewife Mirian Sheik lived close to the Unit 9 shopping 
complex which had four supermarkets, a bakery, poultry shop, clothing 
outlet, pharmacist, motor spares shop, undertakers, video rental store 
and drycleaner. ‘Why should one complain about one-stop shopping 
when we have it all here? My friends and I enjoy shopping here because 
we get everything we want – from dhals to video machines. We even get 
our goods delivered to our door.’ She did not see the point of travelling 
to white-owned supermarkets. ‘They may save a few cents but carry-
ing those heavy parcels up our steep winding roads is no mean task. 
Whites don’t supply this kind of service. Besides this, who better than 
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the Indian to know how to cater for the needs of an Indian?’ (Sunday 
Tribune, 12 November 1982).

Rajbansi entered the fray by arguing that traders in Chatsworth had 
been forced to quit their original businesses when they were uprooted 
from old established residential areas by Group Areas, and were now 
being threatened by ‘monstrous’ white-owned supermarkets just as 
they were beginning to find their feet. Rajbansi, who was the South 
African Indian Council (SAIC) Exco chairman, warned that white-
owned supermarkets would open in the township ‘over my dead 
body’. Fifty Chatsworth-based traders met at the Hotel Savera on 24 
November 1982 to discuss the situation and formed the Durban Indian 
Areas Traders Association to present a unified response. According to 
chairperson Daddy Naidoo of Daddy’s Supermarket, they intended to 
fight intrusion from white-owned businesses. Ismail Gora of Gora’s 
Butcheries and M.P. Govender of Govender’s Supermarket were elected 
vice presidents (Sunday Tribune, 27 November 1982). In a subse-
quent interview, Daddy Naidoo explained that he had been trading 
in Chatsworth for twenty years and was only now ‘reaping the fruits 
of my labour. It would be unfair for blue chip companies to enter a 
developed area where we had to make great sacrifices to establish trade’ 
(Sunday Tribune, 17 July 1983). A meeting in Silverglen attended by 350 
people showed that the community was split as many residents opposed 
the Traders Association and welcomed chain stores in the area since it 
would save them from having to travel long distances. The three-hour 
meeting failed to reach consensus and it was decided to ask the City 
Council to conduct a survey in the area (Post, 17 May 1982).

The Council commissioned Laurence Schlemmer of the University of 
Natal and the Centre for Applied Social Sciences to conduct the survey. 
The findings, released in June 1983, revealed that two-thirds of resi-
dents in Chatsworth supported the building of a shopping centre that 
included white-owned supermarkets and chain stores. It also found that 
Rajbansi was the most popular leader, enjoying support among 35 per 
cent of residents surveyed. Among political groups, the SAIC enjoyed 
29 per cent support, LAC 21 per cent, and the Natal Indian Congress 
(NIC) 17 per cent. The survey found that the higher up the social hierar-
chy people were, the greater their preference was for white-owned stores 
(because of price, variety and comfort). Thus, almost 80 per cent of 
the residents of Mobeni Heights preferred shopping outside the town-
ship, while the same percentage of people in Westcliff shopped within 

Chatsworth.indb   355 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



C H AT S W O R T H3 5 6

the township. In terms of economic hierarchy, Mobeni Heights ranked 
highest, followed by Havenside and Bayview. Wealthier residents shop-
ping within Chatsworth did so mainly in Montford. Shopping in super-
markets benefited wealthier residents, who possessed fridges, freezers 
and cupboards to store goods in (Post, 7 June 1983; Schlemmer and 
Haycock 1983).

The survey led to a convergence between the old foes, those who 
participated in government-created structures such as the SAIC and 
those who shunned them, such as the NIC. Rajbansi attributed the 
survey results regarding trade to the ‘one-sided conditioning by the 
media [which] had led Indian people to believe that white traders 
provided a better service’ (Post, 18 June 1983). Professor Jerry Coovadia, 
speaking on behalf of the NIC, questioned the methodology and value 
of the findings. He said that outcomes were influenced by the people 
asking the questions and the kinds of questions they asked:

In a repressive society like South Africa, where people do not have a range 
of options to choose from, where people do not have viable alternatives 
presented to them, where leaders of the people are banned, exiled, or 
arrested, and where they are subjected to one-sided propaganda of a 
monopolistic state, these surveys become meaningless if not positively 
misleading (Post, 18 June 1983).

Schlemmer conceded that respondents were reluctant to answer ques-
tions of a political nature. ‘Therefore these surveys reflect the worst 
effects of apartheid and do not get at the truth and the reality which 
lies behind people’s resistance to this oppressive society’ (Post, 18 June 
1983).

At a meeting between the City Council’s Management Committee 
and Community Development Minister Pen Kotze in July 1983, Kotze 
agreed to permit white-owned chain stores into the township on condi-
tion that Indians had 51 per cent ownership. Holding companies had to 
form subsidiary companies to put this into effect (, 17 July 1983). The 
Council and SDLAC reached agreement on 23 August 1983 that the new 
shopping centre to be built in Chatsworth would include both large 
chain stores and small shops (Natal Mercury, 24 August 1983).

That there was an urgent need for retail facilities was indisputa-
ble. Poovalingam (1984: 238) found that 93 per cent of the residents 
of Chatsworth were dissatisfied with retail shopping facilities. The 
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population per shop was 885 persons, with a high of 1960 in Montford 
and Risecliff (22 shops for approximately 42 000 people) and a low of 
576 in Arena Park (Poovalingam 1984: 209). Existing shopping centres 
were built without consideration for ‘location, design, aesthetic appeal, 
spacious layout, adequate parking, desirable size of premises and 
economic viability of businesses’. Thus, for example, there were five 
butcheries in the Westcliff shopping centre and mostly general dealers 
in Croftdene (Poovalingam 1984: 276). Residents were consequently 
forced to go to the Durban CBD or neighbouring suburbs to access 
a wider range of goods and competitive prices. Only 39 per cent were 
able to do so by car (Poovalingam 1984: 217). Since only 21 per cent of 
people owned a deep freeze, they could not purchase things like meat 
in advance (Poovalingam 1984: 219). Around 93 per cent bought bread 
and milk from the hawker or corner shop. Less than half the sample 
could walk to a corner shop within ten minutes, while it took much 
longer for the rest (Poovalingam 1984: 223 and 230).

After contention that dragged on for many years, the first ‘modern’ 
shopping centre was finally opened at the end of the 1980s. Known as 
the Chatsworth Centre, it was encircled by Units 3, 5 and 6. Its gestation 
had begun in early 1984, when seven trading sites were put on offer in the 
civic centre. The successful bidder, announced in November 1984, was a 
consortium that included the giant Checkers supermarket group, which 
made a bid of R3.15 million. Chatsworth businessman Deena Pillay, who 

Protest against high food prices 
was usually directed against the 
supermarket chain. 
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made a R1 650-million bid on behalf of a consortium of local investors, 
said that no Indian business houses were in a position to compete with 
the Checkers bid without outside help (Natal Mercury, 24 November 
1984). The man responsible for putting together the successful Checkers 
bid was Chatsworth resident Logan Reddy, who was born in Bellair in 
1946, qualified as a teacher at Springfield Training College, and taught 
at Chatsworth High, Westcliff and Tyburn schools before resigning in 
the mid-1970s to go into the then booming real-estate market. At the 
time, as he puts it, he was ‘tired of the suffering of the shoppers, of the 
deaths, accidents and muggings of those who had to travel on Higginson 
[Highway] to get into town to do their shopping’. He felt that there was 
a dire need for a ‘bulk development shopping area, one that was aesthet-
ically pleasing and harmonious and well-coordinated and not cluttered 
like the Council homes’. When he discussed his vision with family, 
friends and even his bank manager, he became a ‘bit of a laughing stock’ 
as no one believed that this project would succeed.

Reddy tried to form a consortium of local businessmen but they 
could not raise enough finance for the mega-project. The property was 
bought under Hamilton Properties (which included Checkers). The 
Laher family from Gauteng was part of the Checkers bid as they had an 
agreement to participate in Checkers developments in Indian areas. The 
successful bidders formed Checkers Chatsworth Limited to see to the 
building of the Centre and retail trade. Construction of the Centre only 
began in September 1987. The delay was caused by the fact that there 
was no title deed, that permission had to be sought from the Group 
Areas Board because of part white capital, and a host of other bureau-
cratic issues.

The luxury Sol Namara Hotel, 
which opened in 1973, looked out 
to the sea and had a public dining 
room, public bar and a nightclub 
called Tiffany’s. 
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The Centre finally opened in November 1989 amid a glittering 
extravaganza organised by well-known impresario Richard Loring, 
that included exotic dancers and live elephants (Post, 20 February 
1991). Designed by architect Stauch Vorster, the Centre housed a large 
Checkers supermarket, chain stores such as Woolworths and Clicks, 
five cinemas and over a hundred smaller shops. According to one report:

The wide air-conditioned mall teemed with curious shoppers. Here was a 
meeting place for the community, a trendy upmarket mall. The interesting 
design and clever use of colours set the scene for a meeting between the 
mysterious Orient and the modern architecture of the West. The Centre 
was built for the Chatsworth community [who] had for decades been 

The Chatsworth Centre was 
revamped in 2012 and is the heart 
of commerce in the township.
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reliant on small local convenience stores in the neighbourhood and had to 
travel to Durban for major purchases. The advent of this enormous centre 
changed their lifestyles altogether (Post, 20 February 1991).

Checkers Chatsworth Ltd developed Checkers and the first 25 stores. 
According to Logan Reddy, Tradegrow, the mother body of Checkers, 
‘realised that their job was to sell baked beans, not develop property’. 
With the decision taken to confine the business activities of Checkers, 
development of the Centre was taken over by Sanlam which completed 
subsequent phases of the development. Logan Reddy remains a board 
member. Part of the Agreement was to form a Trust, the Checkers 
Chatsworth Trust, with an investment of R1 million. The Trust had a 
life of ten years and its board was chaired by attorney R.D. Pillay and 
included Professor Elizabeth Sneddon of the then University of Natal; 
educationist G.S. Govender; and Dr L.M. Naidoo. When the Trust 
expired, all monies in it were donated to the Chatsworth Hospice.

The Chatsworth Centre, now home to approximately 150 stores 
and attracting well over a million shoppers per month, is part of the 
Chatsworth ‘CBD’, which includes a Main Post Office, the central 
Police Station, Fire Station, Chatsworth Administration Building, the 
R.K. Khan Hospital, the iconic Hare Krishna Temple, as well as the 
Gandhi Centenary Park, a large, serene open space across the road 
from the police station, with a water course interspersed with paved 
pathways and a gazebo.

Across the hill lies the Bangladesh market. Springing up on Fridays 
and Saturdays, the atmosphere and goods on offer there are somewhat 
different to the norm (see Chapter 28). This is Chatsworth, where the old 
and the new stare at each other. The clientele weave these worlds together 
seamlessly, one day buying a frozen chicken, the next a live chicken.
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Chapter 28

Faces, not Facades
The Bangladesh Market

Jo Rushby

Harry the Haggler: Four? For this gourd? Four?! Look at 
it. It’s worth ten if it’s worth a shekel.
Brian: But you just gave it to me for nothing.
Harry the Haggler: Yes, but it’s worth ten!
Brian: All right. All right.
Harry the Haggler: No, no, no, no. It’s not worth ten. 
You’re supposed to argue, ‘Ten for that? You must be mad!’ 
Ohh well. [sniff] One born every minute.

— Monty Python’s Life of Brian

Haggling in some countries can go to ridiculous lengths – I 
remember being locked into a deal for a week once over a 

necklace in a Yemeni suq, a subtle, see-saw process whereby each party 
pitted their wits to gain the upper hand but, ultimately, both won. It 
takes a steely character to ride it out, knowledge of the haggling art, 
and of when to accept and move on, with or without the produce. In 
today’s fast-paced global economy, there are very few places left in the 
world where such dilly-dallying and slowness of trade is entertained – 
markets of all kinds require a rapid turnover and, most importantly, 
loud mouths and a fast buck, places where ‘everything is in life and 
motion’ (Ackroyd 2000: 333). Nevertheless, markets are still places that 
greet us with faces not facades; they come in all forms: floating, flea, 
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fish, fetish, flower … the list is endless. They provide vital income for 
local farmers and sellers and offer a unique and diverse terrain in our 
increasingly homogenised societies.

At the Bangladesh market in Chatsworth, Durban, the art of 
haggling is still in evidence. Live chickens are bartered over and expertly 
handled, unaware of the fact that their featherless fate lies a blowtorch 
away. The sounds of the market are universal in their pitch for sales, 
a constant hum of prices and offers in a myriad of languages: Hindi, 
isiZulu, English and, of course, chicken squawk. Levels of noise are a 
particularly good indication of the success of a market – quiet ones just 
don’t cut it, somehow. There should be bellowing – sound carries and 
the louder and quicker you can repeat ‘cabbages for five rand’ the better.

One of the most vibrant trading areas in Durban, the Bangladesh 
market has been in operation since 1984, apparently named by the locals 
for the poverty of the area. It is a public market with informal traders 
and caters mainly for the surrounding communities, every Friday and 

The Bangladesh market on a 
typical Saturday morning. 
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Saturday from dawn to sunset. But it also lures people from other parts 
of the city due to the reasonable prices and range of products on offer. I 
found myself there one Saturday morning, following a dusty track lead-
ing from Unit 3, Westcliff through the car park, routinely pounded by 
the passage of soles and perfumed by the wafting smell of charcoal-in-
fused meat as those chickens, now shaped into kebabs, smoked snugly 
on a small pavement braai.

I paused to look at the street sign, ‘Covent Garden Terrace’, as a 
man with a loudhailer close to my ear boomed his sales pitch of ‘kids 
training bras for R10’. It’s a far cry from the gentrified shopping expe-
rience that the ‘real’ Covent Garden market has become. One of the 
oldest working markets in London, its piazzas are filled with jugglers, 
restaurants and shops for the well-heeled. Unlike the bourgeois spaces 
of Covent Garden London, however, at Bangladesh the market is the 
entertainment.

Despite the fact that the area is situated next to a large supermarket, 
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Take ’n Pay, Bangladesh market continues to be the preferred place 
for many to source fruit, vegetables, fish and Cornish hens, as well as 
non-perishable goods such as clothing, prayer goods and perfumes. 
Everything is catered for: glistening bangles packed in neat rows; tins 
overflowing with peanuts; dark and sinister-looking liquids in old 
Smirnoff Vodka bottles; rainbows of stacked plastic buckets and chairs; 
and bejewelled outfits for all shapes and sizes.

Mrs Singh, the herb seller, is always dressed in a sari and shields herself 
from the sun with an umbrella. She has been coming here for fourteen 
years, and the patter at her stall is a mix of Hindi and isiZulu. One of 
her customers sucks on a bag of lime pickle while complaining about her 
stomach ailments. An old man with a cigarette dangling from his mouth 
shuffles past, dressed in a woollen blazer despite the soaring temperatures.

I glimpse tantalising names: Hoity-toity deodorant and New You 
Fairness cream, next to a stall selling a glistening array of chopped 
jackfruit, kumquat, chillies and garlic of varying orange hues, packed 
into containers. A sensual feast. Signs warning of ferocious dogs are 
strewn across another table, seemingly standing watch over pairs of 
cotton briefs, called ‘faded glory’. At the market you have to be on your 
guard. Bruce Chatwin once wrote of Timbuktu: ‘A salesman special-
ises in pots of macaw-coloured brilliantine, black lace brassieres, 
Thermogene medicated rub and “Moon Rabbit Brand nylon stockings 
made in China”. Such are the changing patterns of trade’ (1996: 31). 
From Timbuktu to Bangladesh, the layout and patterns and atmos-
phere of the markets are universal and timeless, even as the goods and 
languages take on a different hue.

The history of the market is a reflection of the economic, social and 
spatial pressures of its time, and its growth is one of community power. 
Its origins stem from a group of feisty pensioners. Many pensioners 
in the area were used to shopping at Checkers for fruit and vegetables, 
as they enjoyed a discount on certain days of the week. This conces-
sion, however, was stopped and, despite intervention by the Chatsworth 
coordinating council, Checkers refused to reinstate the discount policy. 
The pensioners then led a protest march from R.K. Khan Hospital to 
Checkers to raise awareness of their plight, an act which brought the 
local community to their assistance. The local Hare Krishna temple 
provided donations of fruit and vegetables, which the pensioners could 
buy and sell, and once they were joined by local entrepreneurs, the 
market really began to take off.
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A contributing factor was the historical existence of Indian traders 
who had small market gardens from which they sold fruit and vegeta-
bles for local consumption. These traders now have a continuing pres-
ence at the Bangladesh market. As there was no ‘middle man’ at the 
market pushing costs up, a mutually beneficial cooperation between 
pensioners and gardeners arose.

In a post-apartheid environment that is increasingly shaped by the 
ubiquitous monolithic shopping mall, the Bangladesh market is still 
thriving and growing, bursting at the seams with traders and stalls. It is 
a story of citizens battling to survive in a context of exclusion, assert-
ing their right to a space in the city. The community has ensured the 
market’s survival. It leads us to look at the way in which urban space 
is structured, relying on a number of complex spatial, economic and 
social issues which local governments often fail to understand. A Fassil 
points out, ‘urban Africans are reworking their local identities, build-
ing families and weaving autonomous communities of solidarity, made 
fragile by neo-liberal states’ (in Kihato 2011: 71). In Westcliff, an area 
of poverty, limited and dilapidated housing and high unemployment, 
the market provides a lifeline for many.

You have to constantly make sure that you create and invest in certain 
networks, which are no longer the network of the household … you 
constantly have to invest, you constantly have to be present, constantly 
have to exchange, constantly be ‘in touch’ with others. In order to survive 
in the city you have to know how to do that (Rao 2011: 30).

Like the Verulam market in the north of the city, a formal trading area 
was established at the Bangladesh market where traders were provided 
with a solid structure, protecting them from the elements. However, 
this has come with its own disadvantages as rents have been pushed 
up. In a study done on the market a few years ago, Khosa and Naidoo 
found that the structure ‘did not succeed in helping the most margin-
alized food producers, sellers or buyers’ (cited in Smyth 2005: 16). The 
contest over space at the market is manifested by those stallholders who 
have set up outside the formal trading area and therefore do not pay 
rent. A pile of rubble at the far end of the market is the only reminder 
of a wall built by the City Council to keep out these traders, who every 
week eke out a living on the pavement margins. The wall was slowly and 
persistently stripped every night.
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The Bangladesh Market Association was set up in 1984 to oversee 
the administration of the market, manage its development, and protect 
stallholders’ rights. It consisted of an eleven- member board, elected 
by the stallholders on a bi-annual basis, with meetings held quarterly. 
At the time, the Association, which operates on a voluntary basis, 
comprised 100 members and there were about 40 stalls (Singh 2004: 41). 
Since then, it has kept growing. Incremental gains have been made in 
terms of improvements to the market, such as tarred roads leading to it 
and a formal covered structure set up in 2004. You still have to take your 
chances in finding a parking space, however, as every available kerb, 
verge and car park is filled up quickly on market days.

Nowadays, the produce sold there is mainly sourced from the Durban 
Fresh Produce Market, a central hub and distribution centre for many 
traders in the city. In 2004, a study on the Bangladesh market found that 
approximately 30 per cent of the fruit and vegetables sold there came 
from local farms, and fifteen to twenty of the stalls sold vegetables they 
grew themselves (Singh 2004: 54). In terms of consumers, the majority 
of people shopping at the market come from the surrounding areas. 
Their preference for the market over shopping centres is due to conven-
ience, fresher produce, reasonable prices and relationships built over 
time. It is clearly community driven.

There is a growing penchant worldwide for local markets of the 
organic, hand-spun variety; could it simply be that we are returning as 
societies to more familiar roots? In his book, Ghost Train to the Eastern 
Star, travel writer Paul Theroux describes a trip to a market in Central 
Asia: ‘This bazaar was a kind of vortex, drawing in Turkmen from all 
over in an ancient ceremony of encounter and negotiation, isolated 
people delighted to be in a big noisy crowd’ (2009: 117).

Markets still have the power to draw us in – we search them out; and 
wherever I have travelled in the world, the jostling, noise and smells 
of markets has stuck vividly in my memory. They can overwhelm us, 
we get lost in them, but we return to them. They are magical places of 
local produce, language and colour, and they need us just as much as 
we need them.

The Bangladesh Market brings so much past history into the pres-
ent. Here, one would find the very last of the market gardeners, old fish 
shops run under new names, and a sheep’s head staring forlornly at the 
running fowl about to get its own head chopped off.

Bangladesh is the Gateway into Chatsworth.
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Chapter 29

The Chatsworth Patient
Waiting at the R.K. Khan Hospital

Zainub E. Dala

This chapter focuses on the establishment and current state of the 
R.K. Khan Hospital (‘Khan’s’) in Chatsworth.1 It is not intended 

to single out Khan’s for its ‘failings’, but to use this hospital as a lens 
through which to identify some of the historical and contemporary 
shortcomings in the public health system, while illustrating something 
of the way in which ‘Chatsworthians’ cope with everyday life. The 
queue for outpatients at Khan’s includes men and women, old and not 
so old. The striking thing is the community that is created in the long 
queues, with spontaneous joke-making that often belied the meticulous 
preparation that went into the journey to the hospital and making for 
lots of laughter amidst sickness and death. This chapter is not intended 
as a slight on the many hardworking personnel who are keeping the 
hospital running under very difficult conditions.

Across the oceans
How do you help your fellow being? Advocate Rahim Karim Khan, after 
whom the hospital is named, provides a shining example of this. He 
was born in Bombay on 24 March 1874, the only son of Karim Khan, 
private secretary to His Highness, the Aga Khan, who financed R.K. 
Khan’s education. He studied at Allahabad University in Mumbai, and 
from there proceeded to Britain to study law. He was admitted to the 
Bar in London and subsequently as a Barrister in India. He came to 
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South Africa in 1896 at the invitation of Mohanda K. Gandhi, with 
whom he shared a legal office in Durban. Khan was a close ally of 
Gandhi throughout the latter’s stay in South Africa. He served in the 
political arena as Joint Secretary of the Natal Indian Congress and 
represented Natal at various South African Indian Congresses. In later 
years, he was vice chairman of the Indo-European Council; committee 
member of the M.K. Gandhi Library; contributor to the Sastri College 
Fund; and trustee of educational and charity trusts created by Parsee 
Rustomjee.

Khan married Madoline Altman (1875–1932). His building at 439 
Smith Street, Durban, was named Madoline Building in memory of 
his wife. Madoline died on 8 May 1932; R.K. Khan’s death followed a 
few months later on 8 October 1932. Khan bequeathed £40 000 of his 
estate ‘for the provision of hospitals and dispensaries for the benefit 
of Indians without regard to caste or creed, primarily at Durban, and 
its neighbourhood’ (NAB 1932). As a member of the Indo-European 
Council, Khan saw firsthand the dire state of medical care and was 
determined to improve conditions. The R.K. Khan Hospital and 
Dispensary Trust contributed towards the extension of St. Aidan’s 
Hospital in 1937 (Indian Views, 23 July 1937) and further extension 
in 1949 (Leader, 13 September 1949), and also held clinics at Somtseu 
Road, Clairwood and Sea Cow Lake from the mid-1930s. The hospital 
in Unit 5, Chatsworth was named after R.K. Khan as the Trust had 
contributed 50 per cent of the initial capital costs of the building. The 
first outpatient was officially seen on 3 March 1969 and the first inpa-
tient was admitted in July 1969.

Late 1960s photo of the R.K. Khan 
Hospital nearing completion.
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Tough beginnings
The R.K. Khan Indian Hospital was opened in 1969. Building plans 
were drawn up in 1964 on a site of 45 acres. The hospital faced a diffi-
cult start. A letter to the Graphic on 20 June 1969 described it as a 
‘White Elephant’ as the R4-million hospital buildings and equipment 
was unused, Chatsworth’s 130 000 residents found it difficult to travel to 
the hospital since there was no public transport, nurses trained to work 
at Khan’s were shunted elsewhere, and there was a shortage of doctors 
(Graphic, 20 June 1969). In February 1972, T. Palan of the Southern 
Durban Indian Local Affairs Committee (SDILAC) complained to the 
Town Clerk that the parking site was ‘rough, undulating and filled with 
pot holes’. Puddles caused vehicles to become bogged down during 
rainy weather. The road leading to the hospital lacked pedestrian cross-
ings (DTC Files, 22 February 1972). The Town Clerk responded on 
6 March 1972 that the Council was not responsible for off-street park-
ing (DTC Files, 20 April 1972).

An enduring legacy
Despite these tough beginnings, Khan’s is now one of the four major 
hospitals in the Durban region. It has 472 authorised beds and func-
tions as a referral hospital for KwaDabeka Clinic and St. Mary’s 
Hospital in Mariannhill, which is the only hospital between Khan’s and 
the Edendale Hospital in Pietermaritzburg. In a March 2009 brochure 
marking the 40th anniversary of the hospital, CEO Dr Prakash Subbon 
noted that the hospital had a catchment population of around 1.5 
million people, including some of the poorest residents in eThekwini. 
There were approximately 36 000 admissions per annum while 600 000 
outpatients were treated annually. The hospital performed almost 
10 000 surgical procedures annually. Khan’s commenced the ARV roll-
out in September 2004 and had one of the largest enrolments (5 010 
at the end of January 2009) of patients in the KwaZulu-Natal region. 
Healthcare workers, including nurses and students from the UKZN 
Medical School, are trained at the hospital. Dr Subbon reflected on the 
challenges facing the hospital:

The transformation of the hospital staff establishment and patient popu-
lation from being almost exclusively Indian to one that reflects the compo-
sition of the South African population has not been without difficulty. 
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The process is ongoing and will ultimately result in a hospital vibrant 
and proudly reflective of the South African community. The financial 
constraints that we currently face (estimates show that the budget will 
overspend by over R60 million) are the most severe in the history of the 
hospital. It is going to require the collective wisdom of all to overcome the 
challenges we face (Subbon 2009).

Inadequate primary healthcare facilities in the area, including an 
absence of Community Health Clinics, place an additional strain on 
the hospital, which falls under the KZN Department of Health. There 
are three levels of hospital care: district, regional and central. While 
patients are supposed to start at clinic level and be referred upwards, 
most go directly to regional or central hospitals, whereas the govern-
ment has ploughed enormous resources into clinics rather than hospi-
tals. The progressive decline in per capita spending on hospitals, 
number of hospital beds and staff has had ‘a negative impact on the 
quality of hospital services and workload of hospital staff’ (Von Holdt 
and Murphy 2007: 314).

Khan’s has had its fair share of negative publicity. When KZN 
Health MEC Peggy Nkonyeni visited the hospital in July 2006, she 
found that the hospital was under-resourced in terms of bed avail-
ability; the manual filing system caused delays in treatment and loss 
of files; queues in the outpatients section were very long; and there 
were no isiZulu translators (Natal Witness, 18 July 2006). Such prob-
lems are not unique to Khan’s. Healthcare in general is arguably the 
worst performing service delivery area in South Africa. Schneider et al. 
(2007) reported that there were severe regional inequities around phys-
ical infrastructure, human resources, training, skill levels, and funding. 
Van Holdt and Murphy (2007) concluded that major hospitals in South 
Africa are ‘stressed’, by which they meant ‘problems and breakdowns 
not addressed; dysfunctional management; staff are stressed (high 
workloads, high levels of conflict, poor labour relations); and public 
health outcomes are poor (inadequate patient care, poor and inconsist-
ent clinical outcomes, increased costs of poorly managed illness).’ This 
resulted in poor patient care. ‘Everything is done in a rush and staff 
are left exhausted. The result is a reduction in the quality of care and 
avoidable morbidity and mortality’ (Von Holt and Murphy 2007: 312).
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The Vadeh and Hot Tea Club
2.30 a.m. A car pulls up at the rough metal gates of the main entrance. 
As if in slow motion, a door pushes open, the occupant in the passenger 
seat, with arthritic difficulty, opens the door, swings his creaky legs out 
of the seat, holds firmly onto the door frame, then almost hops out, as 
if afraid that if he doesn’t move with momentum, he will not move at 
all. Almost immediately the car speeds off, its ex-occupant moving in a 
hobbling rush to get somewhere. Where? It is barely dawn. What’s the 
hurry, grandfather? Where’s the fire?

And why am I here? Why did I wake up at midnight, braving the 
possibility of hijackings and sleep deprivation to find myself at the 
gates of this hospital at this hour, watching like a thief in the night 
old men and women shuffle their way to the gates of a sleeping hospi-
tal? I work at this hospital. My clock-in time is eight o’clock. But at 
3.00 a.m., I feel more like an employee of this place than in the moment 
when I don my white coat, my sober navy trousers.

I am here because I have heard talk. Of the ‘Vadeh and Hot Tea 
Club’. And I am intrigued. But, can I simply walk up to this dozen-
strong fraternity, this shivering gathering and, with the misty breath of 
July, ask this group of old people what they are doing here at this time? 
I brave it; I ask.

They are eager to talk. An old man in a faded flapper jacket and 
thick, roughly knitted hat engages me with those cataract-beautiful 
faded eyes that old people seem to win in their dotage.

‘Girl, you want to know why we are here? I’ll tell you why. It’s the 
lines. We come early because we want to be first in the lines.’ I appear 
skeptical. Surely these lines are not so daunting that they would require 
a 70-year-old man to wake from his bed at one in the morning and find 
his way here to wait outside a cold, dark hospital? I decide to investigate 
further.

A group has now formed. About twenty people, all Indian, all over 
sixty, standing together, huddled like refugees. A security guard stands 
on the other side of the large, rusty gate, patrolling, swinging a baton. 
As if he imagines that this group of arthritic, coughing pensioners 
would suddenly stage a violent coup. The group clearly is one of firm 
friends. They have been doing this dance for years, each taking on a 
separate but equal identity.

There is Patchamma Govender, 68 years old and my favourite. 
She is the first that I meet, one of the only two women in the group. 
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Infectious, rotund laughter rolls off her like melted ghee. The morning 
mists are warmed. She looks like she is ready to attend a pre-wedding 
Nalengu, dressed in a cotton Panjabi of dark green and orange, with a 
large men’s jersey to keep her warm. Her sock-shod feet find themselves 
craving beauty, pushed into gold-beaded sandals – fashion conscious 
even here at three in the morning.

She, the mother hen, flirts wonderfully amongst all the 70-year-old 
men procuring newspaper-wrapped delicacies: ‘We did porridge prayers 
the other day, Ma,’ she intones, and pushes a wrapped parcel of oiliness 
towards me. ‘Here … vadeh and gulgullas. The sweet rice got finished. 
But take, take …”

I eye the offering, taking one. My intentions are devious. I want this 
group to confide in me, tell me their secrets. That is why I am here, 
after all, to find out why they need to wake up in the middle of the 
night to pursue this ritual. Is it merely to be first in line when the gates 
finally open? Is it to finish their monthly doctor’s visit early enough to 
go home to look after the grandchildren or cook the day’s meals? Or 
is it a camaraderie, a coming together of friends who have been forced 
onto a boat, a life-boat outside a sinking ship?

It is all of the above.
While Patchamma hands out cold vadehs, Ismail Ebrahim, in 

his dapper flapper jacket pulls a flask out of a pocket and offers his 
comrades a tiny tot of hot tea. I’m imagining hip flasks and their tradi-
tional contents, and blush at this imagining. But tea has similar effects; 
it can calm your nerves and heat your bones just as well.

‘Only got a small flask, one sip, have some,’ Ismail sings to his friends. 
No mouths are un-kosher here. A sip, a wipe, a sip, a wipe. They need 
this fortification.

The lack of state resources has 
deterred the staff of R.K. Khan 
Hospital. The hospital’s 
pharmaceutical department, led 
by Brian Pillay, has won national 
awards for finding innovative ways 
to reduce patient waiting time. 
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‘Only thing is,’ Ismail says, clearly the academic of the group, ‘I don’t 
add sugar. I don’t add Canderel. I don’t trust this Canderel. It will push 
your levels up, and when you go inside, the doctor will see that you are 
more than five, and then you have to go for the blood test. Takes too 
long. Rather drink it without sugar. After we finish, we’ll have a real 
cup, hah?’ Heads nod, and surreptitious grins abound. The pensioners 
appear appeased. They have managed to beat the system. In tea terms. 
Just this once, they are the winners.

‘How long do you wait?’ I ask, ingratiating myself into the group 
while munching on cold gulgullas. Ismail, the spokesperson, exchanges 
looks with the others that convey something I must still find out about, 
before continuing in his voice gruff with age and life: ‘Sometimes, we 
wait outside this gate till about half past four. Sometimes the guard 
stands and waits. We have to tell him, it is half past four. Then he may 
open the gate by about five o’clock.’

‘You stand here for two and a half hours?’ I blurt, shocked. My legs 
are already aching from an hour of waiting. I see no benches, not even 
rudimentary ones. Ismail, Patchamma, Velu, Sew, Anjalay, Arumugam 
and a dozen others nod in unison. ‘Yes, we stand here outside this gate 
for two, maybe three long, cold hours, sharing vadehs, tea and our 
sugar levels. Sometimes the guard lets one of us in to use the toilet. But 
he waits next to the toilet till we come out. Then we must go to the gate 
again. No sitting down allowed.’

‘What happens next?’ I ask blandly. How else can I ask these ques-
tions? Velu, the quiet one, takes up the narrative, enjoying the limelight. 
‘At around half past four, there will be about 60 people here, waiting. 
The guard opens the gate then. He lets us in; we walk quickly to the 

Nurses graduating from 
R.K. Khan Hospital. 
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main hall, where we wait for the clerk. At least there are benches to 
sit,’ Velu says gratefully, nodding and shaking his head in a parody of 
Indianness.

Why do they appear so passive? Why are they grateful that finally 
their old bones can rest on hard wooden benches?

‘Us Indians,’ Ismail pipes up, ‘we never complain. Accept anything 
they give us. We need this medication. We need this doctor. Who will 
listen to us anyway?’

At about five-thirty, I am sandwiched between Patchamma and Velu 
on a hard wooden bench in the main hall. I anticipate staring looks but 
there are none. Fatigue, I think. Or shell-shock. Nothing is an anomaly 
here. There are some sons, some daughters waiting as well. I may just 
be one of them, waiting for my father’s six-monthly medications; I feel 
ashamed of my medical-aid status.

The clerk appears, a bespectacled man, both thin and large. He 
goes to each person on the bench, hands out cards like a bus conduc-
tor. They know the ritual. Frayed, life-stained appointment cards, plas-
tic-wrapped, appear out of purses and pockets. The pensioners produce 
their entrance cards to a world where they can be healed.

The clerk is brusque. After looking intently at each appointment 
card he takes them away, and the energy in the room changes. The 
race has begun. Who will get there first? Vadeh-and-Hot-Tea friends 
become competitors, coveting the prize: the number on the chart. A 
whole hour passes and the hall is now filled with about 200 people. In 
patience, as patients, they wait. I imagine feathered felt hats in hands. 
My grandfather had one. And it was always in his hand, when he spoke 
to superiors.

The clerk is seriously superior. The pensioners’ entire day depends 
on him. He knows this, and picks at his teeth with matchsticks. He 
ambles into and out of the frame of reference; finally, giving into 
desperate looks from the benches, he arrives after an hour and a half 
with piles and piles of charts that will be couriered by a lanky runner 
to the respective clinics.

‘He’s taking the skin people first.’ A whisper in the crowd. It appears 
the clerk has decided in his wisdom to place the dermatology patients’ 
charts at the top. A rumble of anger, glucose-intolerant sugar depriva-
tion … surely he should take the diabetics first? They do need to eat, 
after all. But even if you placed a veritable Asha Maharaj feast before 
them, eat they will not; their sugar level is of paramount importance.
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Another rumble in the crowd. I learn that the cashiers are open. The 
pensioners need not pay. Not in hard cash anyway. I sit with Patchamma, 
and chat to Ismail. He explains:

From the benches, when [they] call your name, then go in line to the vari-
ous clinics. There is Skin, Endocrine and Lipid. We are either skin-en-
docrine-lipid. Wheelchair people go to the third section to wait. MOPD 
[Medical Out Patients Department] goes to another section. This one is 
the largest section. I don’t go there. It’s where the emergencies happen. 
Outside each clinic, wait again. At seven o’clock they open the door of the 
clinic. The nurses come in at that time. They call us in order, take us one 
by one to check our weight and blood sugar with a pin-prick machine.

I observe this ritual. The weight, the pin-prick. The nurses are a cacoph-
ony of birds, loud and raucous at this early hour, chatting, bantering 
about their nagging husbands, their naughty children, and what they 
ate for supper last night. The pensioners look glumly ahead, wait-
ing for the most important number they will know today: their sugar 
level. As it stands. ‘It’s below five …’ a relieved Ismail is told. I see him 
relax. After the nurse leaves, he pulls out a hidden sandwich, a warped 
wonder of low GI seed-bread and cheese. He eats stealthily, glad his 
glucose level doesn’t warrant blood tests. That would mean reaching 
home after three that afternoon, a full twelve hours at the hospital.

Patchamma is not so lucky. The vadehs have had their say; she must 
be ferried off to take blood tests. She maintains her good cheer, but her 
mask begins to slip as she eyes the 100-strong line outside the blood lab. 
Just another day at the office.

I shadow Ismail. For I am selfish. Shadowing Patchamma would 
mean waiting in the line for blood tests for hours. Ismail is the quicker 
bet. A large, convoluted, snake-like rumble echoes through the crowd 
at 8.15. It is five hours since we stood outside the rusted gate. Ismail’s 
breath quickens. Why? ‘The doctors. The doctors are here,’ he whispers 
in reverence. I look around. I see two young women in their early twen-
ties, shod in designer shoes, hair straightened to perfection. All that 
distinguishes them from being in a shopping mall is their white coats 
and badges.

‘The doctors!’
Boys who resemble the young nephews whose nappies I once changed 

look handsome and becoming in their white coats, the rainbow of 
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stethoscopes slung around their necks. These are community-service 
doctors, mainly interns, with perhaps a sprinkle of more experienced 
doctors, all being shunted into their respective cubicles where they will 
begin the day’s work.

Ismail is lucky today. It is the pretty, high-heeled doctor with a hint 
of stocking showing and gorgeous shoes that finally opens her door 
for him. He doesn’t look happy, though, nor does he feel lucky. ‘Each 
time, different one,’ he mumbles, and proceeds to start his story all over 
again. The doctor flips through his chart, long-nailed and calm.

‘How are we today, Mr Ismail?’ she asks, and he launches into a 
myriad of complaints about aches, pains, sugar levels, diet problems 
and bowel movements.

‘Blood pressure, Mr Ismail,’ she says firmly, and takes his extended 
arm, rolling a sphygmomanometer around it, and registering that his 
pressure is high. I can almost see him roll his eyes and hear him say in 
his gruff voice: ‘Well, girlie, if you were sitting here starving from three 
this morning, fighting lines, clerks, security guards and Bollywood 
doctors, would your pressure be low or high?’

But Ismail is tired now. Another long line awaits him. The doctor 
scrawls on his chart. The entire consultation has taken ten minutes.

‘Pharmacy!’ she says, and snaps his file shut.
And pharmacy indeed! The real war is about to begin.

B.A. Naidoo (second from right), 
being honoured in 1985 in 
recognition of his services to social 
work. Others in the picture are 
(left to right): Appamah Naidoo, 
Dr Khorshed Ginwala, Mayor Neil 
MacLennan, Michael Gabriel. 
Naidoo, who was the chairman 
of the hospital’s management 
committee in the 1980s, 
complained of the overcrowding 
and lack of resources even then.
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This next frame is difficult to write, but I will attempt it anyway, 
more or less as it was relayed by Ismail:

Sit in Pharmacy Line. Sit for two, maybe three hours. The clerk takes 
your chart. And spends hours putting stickers. Sit on benches. Wait. All 
together. Wheelchair ones, Crutches ones, TB ones, Sugar Ones, Pressure 
ones, Arthritis ones, Pregnant ones, Babies and Disabled ones. We wait 
here. Clerk, he tells us to sit on benches, facing each other. We look at 
each other all the time. After an hour, they start calling numbers. And 
you go to the hatch. Maybe you are number one. Maybe you are number 
500. You go to the hatch.

Drugs in hand, Ismail has now waited a full twelve hours since he first 
stood at the gate. He receives his diabetes medication at three o’clock 
in the afternoon. Staff lunch and tea breaks have delayed his process. He 
appears satisfied. A good day, overall. He pats the packet of pills and 
insulin. A good day well spent.

I now leave Ismail, my dear academic, as he hobbles on tired feet 
towards the taxis that wait for exhausted pensioners, who must now 
take a taxi to the Chatsworth Centre and then another one to their unit, 
followed maybe by a long walk home. I smile: Ismail has stopped at the 
old lady hawker outside the hospital, near the taxi rank. He buys two 
vadehs and eats them with relish; the life of a Chatsworthian.

My day is not done. I accost a doctor who, perhaps, is so exhausted 
that he is eager to speak.

‘What’s it like here, doc?’
A soliloquy follows: ‘There are no nurses. That’s the problem here. 

There are experienced nursing sisters waiting to come and work here, 
but management won’t hire them.’

The doctor, an experienced specialist, clams up suddenly. 
Establishment blues. But something makes him continue, in staccato, 
as we walk through urine-smelling wards.

He tells me of how the hospital refused to buy new gloves, and 
doctors were told to wash gloves in soap, water and antiseptic solution 
and re-use them. A row of gloves, drying on a washing line.

He tells me of how, after protests, the hospital bought a cheap ship-
ment of extra-large gloves, and surgeons in theatre were stabbing them-
selves with scalpels because the extra-large gloves were cumbersome 
during micro-surgery.
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He tells me much more.
I decide to push the issue. Why so few nurses? Why?
But my confidante will say no more. His eyes roll upwards. I imagine 

they are rolling upwards towards heaven. But he is actually indicating 
the powers that be …

Changing times
It has been whispered amongst doctors and patients alike that the ghost 
of a person, in disguise, sat covertly one day in all these long, long 
lines from dawn till late afternoon. This person walked through wards, 
went into theatre and spoke to people. This person then compiled a 
detailed report to the MEC for Health, Sibongiseni Dhlomo who made 
a surprise visit to the hospital on 16 March 2010. Amongst his findings 
were:

• Long queues at the pharmacy where patients had to wake up as 
early as 03h00 in order to be served. According to the MEC: ‘On 
my visit to the pharmacy, I was disturbed to see large numbers of 
people awaiting treatment while staff were on lunch. This is unac-
ceptable. I cannot understand why almost two thirds of the staff go 
to lunch at once, leaving poor people having to spend the whole day 
in hospital.’

• Staff attitudes and general cleanliness of the hospital were 
unsatisfactory.

• Some staff members and patients claimed that Indian patients 
received preferential treatment (Natal Witness, 17 March 2010).

On 24 May 2011 management, staff and patients alike were surprised 
when Dhlomo’s motorcade arrived unannounced at Khan’s. The MEC 
noted that there were some positives, foremost amongst these being the 
pharmacy. Mrs Leyla Maharaj, aged 70, who collects chronic medica-
tion from the hospital monthly, told the MEC: ‘Previously, we spent the 
whole day waiting for medicines but now it hardly takes three hours 
from the time one collects their card to leaving the hospital.’ While the 
MEC was pleased overall, he was concerned that the hospital registered 
an average of two maternal deaths per month (Maxon 2011).

MEC Dhlomo’s visit marked a change in the lives of people like 
Ismail, Patchamma, Velu, Sew and Arumugam. He didn’t know their 
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names, but he knew the plight of the old, the sick and the frail and 
committed himself to six key changes: cutting of long queues;  provision 
of medicines; changing staff attitudes; improving safety and security; 
and improving the general cleanliness and management through walk-
abouts (Maxon 2011).

In 2012, I meet Ismail again. Almost a year has passed since MEC 
Dhlomo committed his word to changing things at Khan’s.

‘How’s it going, Dada?’ I ask him with a wink
Ismail winks back with just one word: ‘Better!’
And, perhaps, Advocate R.K. Khan winked at me, too.
For this is not just any hospital. In the small hours of the morning 

in Chatsworth, friendships are forged, flasks of tea and delicacies are 
shared along with countless stories as the queue lengthens but time, 
somehow, seems to shorten. In many senses the queue at Khan’s repre-
sents a living and dying history of the way Chatsworthians have negoti-
ated their lives. With a bit of a nudge, shove and a wink.

Note
1. The author, a qualified physiotherapist, has worked at various state hospitals, 
including R.K. Khan. This chapter is based in part on her personal experience and 
conversations with patients, doctors, nurses, porters, and others at the hospital. The 
names in the story have been changed.
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Chapter 30

The Aryan Benevolent Home
A People’s Movement for Upholding the Dignity of Life

Suryakanthie Chetty and Bobby Luthra Sinha

By the time Mohandas K. Gandhi left South Africa in 1914, virtu-
ally all Indian immigration to South Africa had ceased. Indenture 

had been terminated in 1911 and new immigration laws in 1914 made 
free migration impossible. While there was an emerging Indian petty 
bourgeoisie, around 90 per cent of Indians were working class and 
around two thirds were desperately poor (Maharaj 2009: 69–80). At 
the same time, there were few support systems such as extended family 
networks or formal social welfare organisations. State policy discrimi-
nated against black people in general, including Indians, who were not 
regarded as citizens and, consequently, their social welfare and dignity 
of life was neglected (Singh 2000: 16). Cramped and poor housing, over-
crowding, hunger, and neglect of sanitation and health were all features 
of the Indian experience (Edwards 1989). The essential question facing 
community members was who was to cater for the needs of the sick, the 
aged, the destitute and the homeless, and how.

According to Klienmann, Das and Lock, ‘Social suffering results 
from what political, economic and institutional power does to people 
and, reciprocally, from how these forms of power themselves influence 
responses to social problems. Included under the category of social 
suffering are conditions that simultaneously involve health, welfare, 
legal, moral and religious issues’ (Klienmann et al. 1997: Introduction). 
The conditions spawning the origin and growth of the Aryan Benevolent 
Home (ABH) provides one such example of a people’s recognition of 
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social suffering in their midst and their collective response to this crisis 
of community care.

It was the principles of the Arya Samaj, a prominent socio-religious 
reform movement of India (Chamupati 2001), that inspired the estab-
lishment of the Aryan Benevolent Home, which was started in 1921 to 
cater to the welfare needs of the aged and restore the ‘dignity of life’ for 
the homeless ‘as a matter of urgent priority’ (Singh 2000: 16). Like the 
Arya Samaj, the ABH consolidated many complex needs and processes 
and attempted to engender a spirit of humanitarian socio-spiritual 
awakening amongst members. The Arya Samaj in India and the ABH 
in South Africa operate through branches and networks. But, unlike 
the Arya Samaj of India, the ABH and its related organisations and 
institutions extended beyond socio-religious reform into an organised 
endeavour of caring for the old, the sick and the destitute. This commu-
nity-wide effort filled a social welfare void for Indians of all religious 
affiliations at a time when little organised relief was available.

Explaining the need to organise collective social help, Rajish 
Lutchman, current CEO of the ABH said that

community self-help and social reconstruction could not wait while the 
larger struggle for liberation and equality was unfolding. Even when the 
anti-apartheid struggle was at its peak, a conscious decision was made 
by the organisation to remain associated with social reconstruction and 
work on apartheid from within, silently. Any organisation or leader that 
spoke overtly stood to be banned. The ABH leadership could not afford 
to abandon its social causes and had to devise a ‘quieter’ strategy.

The Aryan Benevolent Home 
provided care to thousands of 
young and old indigent people. 

A 1968 photo of the ABH, which 
was located in Bellair Road in the 
heart of Cato Manor. 
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The ABH was more than just a philosophy, premises, or an institution. 
Its networks and actions converted into a people’s qualitative and alter-
native space against apartheid segregation and alienation. Post apart-
heid, the movement continues to deal with bitter challenges and operate 
with renewed relevance. The need for welfare is stronger than ever.

This chapter focuses on the forms of community organisation and 
modes of collective action facilitated by the active promotion of reli-
gious awakening and reforms. The origin, struggle and growth of the 
ABH demonstrates an evocative response towards community care as 
well as how it has been operating as a social movement. According to 
Lutchman:

We are an ongoing social movement and a movement should know 
how to re-invent its relevance. Though our role from 1994 unfolds in a 
different political ambience, it does not mean that the need for self-help 
and community platforms have disappeared with the announcement of 
democracy. We face newer challenges and fields of work such as drug 
addiction among the youth of Chatsworth, from which we have not shied 
away. We continue to take our legacies forward.

The rest of this chapter undertakes a brief case study of how the ABH 

The beautiful and historic ABH 
building being bulldozed in 1983.
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has evolved through transnational networks, philosophic and philan-
thropic ideals, resource mobilisation strategies and inspirational lead-
ership for almost a century.

The Arya Yuvak Sabha (AYS) and ABH: transnational origins, 1905–21
The twentieth century brought about a set of crucial changes in India 
within which a number of religious reform movements emerged. The 
Arya Samaj was one such movement during the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. Founded by Swami Dayanand Saraswati in 1875, it 
marked a concerted effort to reform Hindu society at grassroots level to 
rid it of social evils. The Samaj belongs to a set of powerful accultura-
tive movements that not only derived influence from the modern educa-
tion system of the West, but also completed a reverse cycle of operating 
in the colonised zones of the West through the Indian Diaspora (Jones 
1989: 184). Propagating a Vedic Hinduism which is based on the Vedas, 
the most ancient Hindu religious texts, as opposed to the then widely 
practiced form of ritualistic Hinduism, these socio-reform movements 
had their origins in the pre-colonial world.

While the struggle for political liberation was still to acquire a 
mass scale in India, the Arya Samaj carried on its religious reforms. 
The colonial discourse in India between the eighteenth and twentieth 
centuries was, in many ways, armed around religious identities, which 
gave further impetus to socio-religious formations. The British policy 
of religious toleration under its so-called Western secular parlance, 
informed the practice of extending political representation to Indians 
as members of religious communities. Indian political elites, in turn, 
learnt to speak this language of religion and invoke their right to reli-
gious freedom against the intrusions of the colonial state. There was 
plenty of space for reform movements to flourish in such a politicised 
world (Adcock 2012).

The Arya Samaj started a network of schools and colleges (known 
as D.A.V. schools) to spread scientific education. There were instances 
when Arya Samajis ran into problems owing to their Shuddhi practices, 
a reform programme aimed at reconverting to Hinduism those Hindus 
who had converted to other religions and integrating them into the 
mainstream Hindu community (Gould 2004). Before the Arya Samaj, 
Hindus who converted to other religions were permanent outcastes.

The first call of ‘Swarajya’ or Self-rule, and ‘India for the Indians’ 
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was given by Swami Saraswati in 1876 (Saraswati 1876). The princi-
ples and ideologies of the Arya Samaj in India remain important tools 
for community institutions and welfare platforms. Samaj membership 
increased rapidly in India and followed the flow of Hindu migrants by 
opening missions in Mauritius and Nairobi between 1896 and 1904. In 
1905 a missionary named Bhai Parmamnand visited South Africa and 
travelled extensively throughout the country (Jones 1989: 192–93).

Parmanand was followed by another Arya Samaj representative, 
Swami Shankaranand, who stayed in Natal between 1907 and 1912. He 
focused on community work and cultural awakening amongst Indians 
and it was as a result of his activities that the Arya Yuvak Sabha was 
formed in Durban in 1912. The aim of the international fieldwork 
undertaken by Arya Samajis was, in the first instance, to keep diasporic 
Indians abreast of religious developments ‘back home’; a related aim 
was to instil an awareness of broader philanthropic roles. Between 1918 
and 1921, the ABH was conceived and built. The broad philanthropic 
ideals of the Arya Samaj influenced the ABH, though it has not been 
devoid of perpetual struggle and challenges, as elaborated below.

The AYS was founded in 1912 by D.G. Satyadeva who served as pres-
ident for nearly three decades. This son of indentured migrants was 
born in Verulam in 1889 and received a brief mission education before 
taking up employment with the Durban Corporation. His passion was 
Hindi education, however, and he established a Hindi school with the 
assistance of Pundit V.C. Nayanarajh who would later become the 
secretary of AYS. Satyadeva was inspired by Swami Shankaranand to 
form the AYS (AYS, 1972: 1–2). An incident in 1918 – possibly apoc-
ryphal – took the AYS in a new direction. It is reported that Satyadeva 
observed an elderly indigent Indian man being beaten by a policeman 
for taking shelter in a public toilet. This is said to have made a tremen-
dous impression on Satyadeva who was determined to form a Home 
for the destitute. The AYS leadership approved the decision and set in 
motion fundraising initiatives. Appeals for funds were made in newspa-
pers, and plays were staged, usually under the auspices of playwright 
Lalbahadur Nanoo (ABH 1979: 15–16). This flurry of activity was 
successful and by the end of 1918 a small wood and iron building was 
purchased from a Chellamuthu Pillay in Bellair Road, Mayville, and the 
ABH was opened on 1 May 1921 (ABH 1979: 15).

The AYS and ABH were based on the idea of collective self-help, 
education amongst the youth, concern for the homeless, and a general 
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philanthropic awakening. Principles 8 and 10 of the Arya Samaj’s ten 
principles were the driving force behind these organisations:

• Principle 8: Avidyaa (illusion and ignorance) is to be dispelled, and  
(realisation and acquisition of knowledge) should be promoted.

• Principle 10: All persons ought to dedicate themselves necessarily 
for the social good and the well-being of all, subordinating their 
personal interest, while the individual is free to enjoy freedom of 
action for the individual well-being (Chamupati 2001).

However, as the following sections show, the ABH applied these princi-
ples with sensitivity to the local South Africa context.

Periodising the ABH and corresponding challenges
The story of the ABH since its founding can be divided into three 
phases: the period of segregation (1918–48); apartheid (1948–94); and 
the post-apartheid period. The first phase was marked by resource 
mobilisation from the community and with funds raised from those 
endeavours, the ABH branched out into schooling. Despite its back-
ground in the Arya Samaj movement, the ABH did not confine its activ-
ities to Hindus. For construction of the Home, donations were solicited 
from Indians of all ethnic and religious persuasions, and Home resi-
dents would reflect some diversity. Two months after its establishment, 
the Home already had 26 residents. The steady increase in the number 
of residents meant that finances were a constant concern. The president 
of the ABH, V.C. Naynah Rajh, appealed to the Department of Indian 
Immigration in 1922 for funding and a grant of R100 per annum was 
made by the Provincial Government. The number of indigents housed 
grew rapidly as the Protector of Indian Immigrants and various govern-
ment departments referred those in need to the Home. From October 
1926, the ABH began housing orphans, and it was subsequently regis-
tered under the Children’s Act of 1933. Space was at a premium and 
extensive renovations were carried out periodically. An adjoining prop-
erty was purchased and by 1946, in conjunction with the celebration of 
its 25-year existence, the fourth extension was completed (ABH 1979: 
16–18).

The period of apartheid from 1948 to 1994 was marked by state 
control and spatial segregation, which checked the progress of the ABH. 
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The ABH had purchased and renovated a Salvation Army Bungalow 
in Bellair Road to house elderly residents. Cato Manor was zoned for 
whites and the ABH was given notice to vacate the premises, which 
were allocated to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. 
A key figure during this period was Shishupal Rambharos (1920–2010) 
who was born on a farm in Gillitts where his father was a supervisor 
in a nursery. Rambharos senior died while Shishupal was a young boy 
and the family moved to Durban where they were housed at the ABH. 
Rambharos attended the AYS School and became intimately involved 
in all ABH activities. Despite losing his mother in 1934, Rambharos 
matriculated and accepted a teaching position at the AYS School and 
later joined the Hindu Tamil Institute, where he taught for almost three 
decades until his retirement in 1980 (Singh 2000: 152–57).

Rambharos was involved in the ABH as secretary and from 1959 as 
president. The 1960s and 70s were challenging decades for Rambharos 
as the ABH struggled to find new premises to accommodate its expand-
ing population. The aged residents were relocated to Clayton Gardens 
in Asherville, a process completed by 1965 (Singh 2000: 152–57), 
while land was purchased in Arena Park Drive, Chatsworth, where a 
Children’s Home opened to its first residents on 1 June 1979. It catered 
for a hundred children between the ages of 3 and 18 (ABH 1979: 24–25). 
With a strong Arya Samaj ethos, children were provided with skills to 
help them develop holistically. These included cultural and religious 
values, as well as Indian classical dancing, yoga and prayer (ABH 1979: 
22–27). From the 1980s, Rambharos was increasingly drawn to the 
banned ANC as black South Africans sought to free themselves from 
the repressive apartheid regime (Singh 2000: 177). Branches of the ABH 
were also opened in Lenasia, Umzinto and Glencoe. For his lifetime 
commitment to social causes, Rambharos was awarded an honorary 
doctorate by the then University of Natal in 2000 (Singh 2000: 210).

During the post-apartheid phase, Rajesh Lutchman, current director 
of the ABH, has played a key role in its activities. Lutchman was born in 
Durban in 1958. He grew up in Isipingo but attended Mobeni Primary. 
He completed a degree in teaching at the then University of Durban-
Westville (UDW) and subsequently acquired training in family therapy. 
Lutchman’s association with the ABH began as a volunteer in 1977. In 
2000, when the then director of the ABH resigned, Lutchman, who was 
the ABH’s secretary, accepted the role of director/CEO. According to 
Lutchman, the ABH is responding to conditions ‘on the ground’, which 
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includes reduced parental supervision, family breakdown, drug addic-
tion, teenage pregnancy, and abuse of the aged. The ABH has a compre-
hensive programme to deal with all kinds of cases. Poor employment 
opportunities contribute to a ‘sense of disillusionment’ amongst young 
people who see ‘little hope for the future’. Harkening back to the agen-
das of the young Rambharos, Lutchman and the ABH provide facilities 
for music, dance and drama to direct the activities of the young into 
constructive channels. A nursing training college has been opened with 
help from the Victor Daitz Foundation. The College currently caters for 
120 students. Staff organise excursions, parents’ days, family reunifica-
tion days, and so on.

The Aged Care Programme takes up a major part of the ABH budget. 
ABH investigations around 2003 revealed ‘that family violence was a 
critical area that needed attention; within the confines of Durban there 
were not many facilities that were addressing this.’ In 2005 the ABH 
began a programme of systematic care for the elderly and currently 
provides care to 600 elderly people in Durban and Lenasia. According to 
Lutchman, there are multiple reasons for families not being able to take 
care of their elderly. Firstly, geriatric care is highly specialised (medica-
tion, diet and so on), and many people do not have the skills to provide 
the appropriate care required. A second crucial factor is economic. 
Family members may not be able to afford care or be compelled to work 
and thus not able to stay home to provide full-time care. Lutchman also 
points to one further factor, namely, apartheid architecture:

If you look at the sub-economic homes that were built during the apart-
heid period, whether in Phoenix or Chatsworth, you find architecturally 

The new Children’s Home was 
opened in 1979 to house 100 
children. It had a principal 
and staff quarters, hall and 
administration block.
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it does not help people who become bed-bound. We have ablution facili-
ties on one floor and living facilities on another floor. If somebody has to 
have a debilitating stroke or something like that, it’s virtually impossible 
– have you seen those stairs? So it’s virtually impossible for such people 
to be taken care of. So that is a challenge and people very reluctantly have 
to look outwards.

Following his visit in 2012, Perth-based professor Krishna Somers gave 
a very large donation to the ABH. Somers, who qualified as a medical 
doctor at the University of the Witwatersrand, left South Africa in the 
1950s and had a distinguished academic career in Uganda. As a refu-
gee, following the expulsion of persons of Indian origin from Uganda 
in 1973, Somers settled in Australia. A self-described ‘integrationist’, he 
explains why he made the ABH contribution:

I was always intrigued by self-help pioneers and my father was Trustee of 
a community school in Briardene, amongst other volunteer activities. I 
visited ABH in Chatsworth on one of my sojourns in South Africa. I was 
much impressed by the care and comfort provided to its inmates without 
reference to ethnic origin or faith. The school also had numerous aban-
doned children of African origin who have been provided both housing 
and education (email correspondence, 16 March 2012).

A group of children being shown 
their new home in March 1979. 
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The Clayton Gardens Home is being redeveloped and will be renamed 
the ABH Krishna Somers Centre.

The ABH is a very complex operation. It has to provide medical 
services, nursing services, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech 
therapy, social workers, cleaning and maintenance of the site, and 
catering for inmates. In 2012, the ABH had over 400 employees with 
an annual wage bill of around R14 million. While the ABH has a range 
of initiatives in place to address contemporary needs of a community 
in rapid transition, Lutchman emphasises that they are taking strain 
due to increasing numbers of the needy, rising human resource costs, 
higher costs of service delivery, and decreased donor funding due to the 
economic recession in 2008. The problems experienced in Chatsworth 
are replicated across the country, and many similar organisations are 
trying to dip into the same limited pool.

Conclusion
The Arya Samaj’s transnational potential spawned, in part, a social move-
ment out of British India, including in South Africa, where it established 
the AYS whose local members later instituted the ABH. Accounting for 
its Arya Samaj-related inspiration is not to undermine the agency of 
the local actors of the ABH. By welcoming in its fold individuals of all 
castes, religions and, latterly, racial groups, the ABH has performed 
a much broader role over the years and has unfolded as an important 
South African self-help movement in its own right. The period since the 
democratic transition in 1994 has seen many residents of Chatsworth 
struggling over housing rental and service delivery charges, and there 
is an increasing gap between rich and poor. The ABH has constantly 
transformed itself to meet contemporary challenges, all the while hold-
ing true to its origins in the reform and philanthropic movements of the 
nineteenth century. The ABH is global in its origins yet remains uniquely 
South African in its concerns. It is a landmark institution in Chatsworth 
and its work through the decades has provided solace to many. The 
ability to move in new directions has seen it extend beyond care and 
into training and development. The ABH’s annual ‘coming out’ event 
is the Chatsworth Fair, where tens of thousands of visitors go through 
the gates. It is an important means of fundraising and helps to create a 
closer bond between the wider community and the ABH, profiling its 
work and encouraging new bands of volunteers to get involved.
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Chapter 31

Surviving Displacement, Dislocation  
and Transplantation
Hinduism in Chatsworth

Brij Maharaj

From as far back as 60 years or so, the life of the community 
became severely affected by the introduction of the periodic 
laws governing land tenure. The most serious and painful of 
legislation was the Group Areas Act. Settled communities who 
had built little schools and temples were rudely uprooted by 
the ruling class and relocated to distant areas or new areas 
with very little facilities … It took about fifteen years to find 
an alternative for re-settlement at a much higher cost. In all 
such areas, temples, schools and cultural centres had to be left 
behind. It took the Hindu community a long time to rebuild 
their places of worship. Again, priority had to be given to 
providing much-needed homes which were relatively small, 
giving birth to the dismantling of the joint family system and 
the disruption of the traditional family life. To compound 
the problem, religious sites in the new areas were generally 
purchased by the Christian churches because they had the 
necessary funds. This led to many conversions to other faiths, 
especially Christianity

— Ashwin Trikamjee, trc submission, 18 november 1999.

The year 2012 marked a century of organised Hinduism in this 
country, with the establishment of the South African Hindu Maha 

Sabha in 1912. It also commemorated 50 years since the establishment 

Chatsworth.indb   392 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



S U R V I V I N G  D I S P L A C E M E N T,  D I S LO C AT I O N  A N D  T R A N S P L A N TAT I O N 3 9 3

of Chatsworth as a racially segregated Indian residential group area in 
the apartheid era. This chapter reflects on Hindu religious and cultural 
organisations during these five decades and their influence primarily 
in Chatsworth. The origins and transmission of Hinduism in South 
Africa is linked to displacement. Indentured labourers, voluntarily or 
out of economic necessity, left their homeland and crossed the Kala 
Paani to South Africa, practising their faith by memory, and transmit-
ting Hinduism to subsequent generations via oral tradition. However, 
as Desai and Vahed contend, the ‘indentured and their descendents 
instituted a range of customs, traditions, beliefs and values in Natal. 
These were not simply inherited and transplanted from India, but 
often refashioned in a fluid and complex situation’ (Desai and Vahed 
2007: 229).

The ex-indentured settled in areas such as Briardene, Umgeni, 
Virginia Estate, Prospect Hall, Durban North, Cato Manor, Malvern 
and Clairwood on the periphery of the city. Here, they and their 
descendants developed schools, temples, mosques and halls, largely 
through community initiatives, to meet their ‘religious, social, 
educational and economic needs’. This was a statement that they had 
‘chose[n] and established a new and permanent home, as pioneers’ in 
South Africa (SAIRR, 1952: para. 7). Hindu organisations went beyond 
temple worship and focused on philanthropy, welfare and education for 
the needy and disadvantaged.

Dislocation
Forced removals instigated through the Group Areas Act of 1950 had a 
terrible impact on Hindus. Temples, halls and other cultural institutions 
were destroyed in areas such Cato Manor, Riverside and Clairwood. 
The Riverside and District Indian Ratepayers Association objected to 
group area proposals, arguing that they were ‘unjust, unethical and 
iniquitous, since the basis of these proposals is to oust a very long 
established and settled community of Indians’ (RDIRA 1953: para. 3). 
The South African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR) emphasised the 
attachment of people to place:

Human beings form attachments to the places in which they live, 
sometimes these are rooted in emotional association with the build-
ings, relations with neighbours, with accessible places of worship and 
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burial grounds, with means of livelihood (e.g. market gardening). To 
be compelled to move would cause bitter resentment even if in a large 
number of cases it could be assured that available alternative accommo-
dation was available (SAIRR, 1952: para. 16).

In 1958, the Mayville Indian Ratepayers Association (MIRA) made an 
emotional appeal to the City Council, emphasising attachment to place 
and community:

People form deep and lasting attachments to the places in which they live 
and such attachments are rooted in emotional association with homes, 
temples, churches, mosques, schools, burial places and with neighbours 
– years of friendship, the passing on of homes from generation to genera-
tion. Such are worthwhile values which cannot be set aside lightly. Is it fair 
to ask people, now advanced in years, to break up old associations and 
homes, businesses, etc. and to start afresh? (MIRA 1958: 2)

Forced removals eroded long-established lifestyles and the joint 
family system, which had a devastating impact on the transmission of 
Hinduism. As Sooklal points out:

One of the most important contexts for learning religious culture in 
Hinduism is the home – the family unit, where children are taught by 
example and through story telling by their parents and relatives. Ritual 
obligations are learned by imitating the elders in the joint family. The 
accompanying belief systems are received through oral instruction. 
Without their elders to inform and motivate them, many young Hindus 
are ignorant of both the beliefs and behaviors associated with typical 
home rituals. The Hindu youth is further disadvantaged, since Hinduism 
is not taught at schools (Sooklal 1991: 81–82).

It took Hindus a long time to rebuild places of worship in Chatsworth, 
where economic survival and subsistence was a priority.

Hindu religious organisations have been establishing themselves in 
Chatsworth since the late 1960s and early 1970s. The Shri Vishnu Temple 
Society was established in 1968. On the occasion of the consecration of 
the Shri Vishnu Mandir 40 years later, the chairperson recalled that a 
‘true Hindu never fails his faith in God and God never fails in him. In 
spite of all the hardships the community rallied around to find a place 

Chatsworth.indb   394 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



S U R V I V I N G  D I S P L A C E M E N T,  D I S LO C AT I O N  A N D  T R A N S P L A N TAT I O N 3 9 5

of worship’ (Maharaj 2008: 2). In 2010 the largest Hanuman murthi 
in Africa (thirteen metres tall) was unveiled at the Shri Vishnu Temple 
to mark the 150-year anniversary of the arrival of indentured Indians 
in South Africa, and to revive Hindusim in the area. The headquarters 
of the Andhra Maha Sabha, Hindi Shiksa Sangh, and International 
Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) are in Chatsworth, as 
well as those of several other national Hindu organisations.

Transplantation
In addition to new Hindu organisations that were established, some 
were literally transplanted from their original locations to Chatsworth. 
The Saiva Vazhipatu Kazhagam of South Africa, for example, was 
established in 1942 in Clairwood by Thiru P.A. Pillay, a teacher and 
social reformer. The organisation emphasised spirituality and commu-
nity service, and is located in Bayview. Its motto, ‘Anbe Sivam Sivame’ 
emphasises that ‘God is Love and Love is God’. The Temple celebrated 
its 70th anniversary in 2012 and paid special tribute to Pillay:

Thiru PA Pillay’s vision, commitment and sacrifice that was instilled in 
building the temple of worship, has been nurtured and practised by the 
devotees who, to this day, have not deviated from the manner in which the 

The International Society for 
Krishna Consciousness Temple 
is an iconic building and a major 
tourist attraction.
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Saivite prayer services have been practised. Pillay’s teachings of Saivism 
have motivated the devotees to live a pure and meaningful life, guiding 
them to a spiritual journey of illumination (Chottu 2012: 1).

The roots of the Shree Luxmi Narayan Temple in Mobeni Heights can 
also be traced to Clairwood around the turn of the twentieth century. 
Initially, a wood and iron structure in Sirdar Road served as the venue 
for religious services. A fully-fledged temple, constructed with assis-
tance from the Clairwood Hindu Young Men’s Association, was offi-
cially opened on 1 March 1931. The Shree Luxmi Narayan Temple was 
also involved in providing premises for the education of indigent pupils. 
In the late 1960s, the Temple property was expropriated by the City 
Council. According to an undated pamphlet of the Temple, ‘the hearts 
of every Hindu bled at the thought that after all the sweat, toil and 
sacrifice, the buildings, the Temple, the Hindu Symbol of God, a land-
mark in Clairwood had to be destroyed. Compensation received was 
not anywhere near the value of the toil, hardships and sacrifices.’

Members opted for a new location in Mobeni Heights, and the 
foundation stone for a new hall was laid on 30 July 1971. The Hall was 
officially opened on 1 July 1973. Revenue from the hire of the hall for 
weddings and other functions was used to build the temple, which was 
consecrated in June 1979. The Shree Luxmi Narayan Temple is unique 
in South Africa because its officials have been involved in the training 
of Sanathan Priests since the late 1970s, teaching Sanskrit and Hindi, 
as well conducting scriptural-based research on Hindu rites and rituals 
such as birth, marriage, and last rites.

Purohit (Priest’s Classes) were started by Pundits R.R. Maharajh, 
T.U. Shukla, H.R. Maharajh and Rabbi R. Maharajh, all of whom were 
Honours graduates in Sanskrit from the then University of Durban-
Westville. These Priest’s classes have continued since their inception 
without interruption and remain an integral part of the propagation 
work of the Temple. A Priest’s Diploma Course was formally intro-
duced in 2006 and the first group of seven students qualified in 2008. 
There were fifteen registered students in 2012 (Interview, Pundit Lokesh 
Maharaj). Gurus are a group of young Hindu scholars working self-
lessly without expectation of reward. All Sanathan priests in South 
Africa are benefiting, directly or indirectly, from the research and train-
ing being conducted at the Temple in Mobeni, with authorities seeking 
to extend this training programme nationally.
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Several national Hindu organisations with headquarters in 
Chatsworth have a countrywide influence. The headquarters of the 
South African Tamil Federation is in Silverglen, which will also house 
Southside FM, a Tamil community radio station, when it is launched. 
The headquarters of the Andhra Maha Sabha of South Africa is in 
Havenside, Chatsworth. The Hindi Shiksha Sangh of South Africa is 
based in Kharwastan, Chatsworth. The Sangh launched the commu-
nity radio station, Hindvani, in 1998. Hindvani has played a critical 
role in transmitting a scriptural-based Hinduism. Although its trans-
missions are limited to areas surrounding Durban and, more recently, 
Pietermaritzburg, it also audio streams and can be picked up anywhere 
in the world. Some Chatsworth-based Hindu organisations have global 
connections as well.

Local-global connections
Hindu organisations with an international reach include The 
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), the 
Chinmaya Mission, and the Sathya Sai School. ISKCON, or the Hare 
Krishna movement, as it is more popularly known, was established by 
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami in New York City in 1966. It was established 
in South Africa in 1972, and Bhaktivedanta Swami visited the coun-
try in October 1975. He specifically requested that a temple be built 
in Chatsworth. Opened in October 1985, the Hare Krishna Temple is 
known officially as the Sri Radhanath Temple of Understanding. One 
ISKCON pamphlet describes it as

an architectural masterpiece – a spiritual wonderland. Its design is a 
combination of the traditional, contemporary and futuristic; and simul-
taneously a fusion of concepts showcasing ‘east meets west’. The ancient 
‘vastu purusha mandala’ formula is imbibed in its geometrical lay-out 
with shapes such as circles, triangles, squares and octagons, holding great 
spiritual symbolism and philosophical meaning enhanced by its unique 
setting in the midst of a moat of water and water features, surrounded 
by a sprawling luscious lotus shaped garden … The Temple remains a 
spiritual oasis, a retreat for those wanting to understand their purpose 
in life, a sanctuary from material chaos and a haven to society (ISKCON, 
undated).
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Initially, ISKCON was significantly influenced by visiting Swamis and 
missionaries from the USA. Gradually, however, it became more sensi-
tive to local Hindu dynamics and more embedded in South Africa. For 
example, the presiding deity at the Temple was Lord Krishna; more 
recently, other Hindu deities across the pantheon have also been recog-
nised. The primary scripture promoted by ISKCON is the Bhagavad 
Gita, which is supported by major Hindu organisations in Chatsworth 
and beyond.

ISKCON has many community projects, the best known of which is 
the Food for Life programme, where daily hot meals are served to the 
disadvantaged (ISKCON 2002). Since 1974, Food for Life has served 
more than 200 million free hot meals in over 70 countries. In South 
Africa, over a million plates of food had been served by 2002. The 
operating principle is that no one should go hungry within a 20 km 
radius of the Temple (‘hunger-free zones’). This programme has been 
described as the largest free vegetarian food-relief scheme in the world. 
Then South African president, Thabo Mbeki, spoke of the food-giving 
initiative by ISKCON glowingly: ‘This understanding that, if I have a 
plate of food, let me share it with my neighbour, let those who are 
hungry come and eat, let those who are feeling sad come together with 
us and together we can share this burden, this understanding should 
be taken from Food for Life and transmitted to the entire country’ 
(Sookrajh 2005: 23).

The Chinmaya Mission was established in 1951 by Swami 

Hinduism continues to have a 
living presence in the township, 
both inside and outside homes.
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Chinmayananda. To date, there are more than 250 centres globally. 
According to its website, ‘devotees formed the nucleus of a spiritual 
renaissance movement that now encompasses a wide range of spiritual, 
educational, and charitable activities, ennobling the lives of thousands 
in India and worldwide’. Chinmaya Mission places strong empha-
sis on inner spiritual growth at individual and collective levels. The 
Chatsworth Mission offers classes in Vedanta beliefs, promotes Indian 
classical art forms, and runs various social-service projects.

A Chinmaya Mission Ashram was established in South Africa in 1982 
and its buildings completed in Montford, Chatsworth in 1985. Activities 
at the Ashram include Vedanta Classes, Satsangs, Gyan Yagnas, Study 
Groups, Chinmaya Yuva Kendra, Balvihar, Devi Group, and celebration 
of Hindu festivals. In October 2012 the Temple was consecrated, within 
a remarkably short period of six months, with collaboration between 
architects from India and South Africa. Over 2 000 people attended 
the consecration from all over South Africa, as well as Vedic priests 
from India, Singapore and Botswana. The Chinmaya Ashram and Shiv 
Temple has been dedicated ‘to the people of South Africa, as a centre 
for learning, loving and serving’ (Chottu 2012).

The Sathya Sai organisation has 44 schools and 24 education 
institutions across the world that are supervised by the Sathya Sai World 
Foundation. There is a strong focus on human values, in particular 
‘the five overarching values subsuming all the rest: truth, right action, 
peace, love, and non-violence’ (Satya Sai School 2008: 2). The Sai 
educational system has been labelled ‘as an international beacon for 
youth empowerment and self-discipline … the programme wants to 
make young pupils into good human beings by improving their mental, 
physical and spiritual capacity … [and thereby] promote a more 
sustainable and responsible generation who will go on to be productive 
members of society’ (Rising Sun, 1 November 2011). In Africa, there 
are Sai education institutions in Kenya, North East Africa and South 
Africa.

The Sathya Sai School in Bayview is one of four such institutions in 
South Africa. It accommodates impoverished pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. One of its key aims is to eliminate ‘stereotypes of social 
indifference, especially among children. These indifferences may 
include religious intolerance, religious or cultural discrimination and 
the problems facing society, including the moral decay in youth’ (Rising 
Sun, 1 November 2011). The school opened its doors in 1998 as a 
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primary education facility with 60 pupils on the premises of the Sudha 
Mandir Foundation Trust in Damrosa Crescent. It moved to its present 
premises in Bayview in 2002. A secondary school was opened in 2006. 
The school promotes the five human values as outlined in its mission 
(Satya Sai School 2008: 1).

Philanthropy
In the new South Africa, religious organisations are at the forefront of 
inculcating strong religious and moral values in a society that is trying 
to reconstruct itself from the ravages of apartheid. Given our divided 
past and high levels of poverty, religious organisations have an impor-
tant role to play in the welfare and voluntary sectors in particular. One 
such example is the Sarva Dharma Ashram which was established in 
November 1997 in Welbedacht on the outskirts of Chatsworth, on land 
donated by the Naicker family. The catalyst was the spiritual head, 
Swami Ramkripananda, and the focus is on disadvantaged communi-
ties living in informal settlements (Communication, Reshma Sookrajh, 
31 August 2012).

The Chidananda Medical and Resource Centre, started by the 
Ashram, provides basic medical assistance to about 20 000 residents. 
According to Swami Ramkripananda, the Ashram’s services ‘include 
daily feeding schemes, including sandwiches for local schools, enrolling 
children at schools and equipping them with educational aids and 
books, an adult literacy programme, distributing second-hand clothing 
to the poor, and conducting religious and dance classes for children’.

Swami Ramkripananda points out that education is critical for 
empowering young people. Hence, the Ashram is building a Trade 
and Empowerment Centre for those who dropped out of school in 
Chatsworth and surrounding areas. The Swami reflected that with 
many children ‘dropping out of school as a result of social ills, there 
was a need for innovative intervention to help them avoid becoming 
criminals and alcoholics. By giving them skills, we are empowering 
them to become responsible individuals.’ The Centre, being completed 
in Welbedacht, has already started classes in home economics, general 
mechanics, welding, panelbeating, building, skin and hair care, sewing, 
and computer literacy. Teachers are retired educators and people from 
industry who are serving on a voluntary basis.
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Challenges
It is evident from this very brief review that Hinduism has succeeded in 
establishing roots in Chatsworth, notwithstanding its bleak origins in 
this apartheid-designed township. While most Hindu organisations are 
working in harmony with other religious groups and support inter-faith 
initiatives such as the anti-drugs campaign, there is concern amongst 
Hindu leaders about many issues, with one in particular standing out: 
the large-scale conversion of Hindus to Christianity. According to 
Hindu leaders who were interviewed, notwithstanding laudable philan-
thropic initiatives, Hindu organisations need to develop a more focused 
social welfare programme to help those in need, as they believe that 
those who are susceptible economically are more easily attracted to 
conversion.

Leaders also felt that there was a need to be wary of influences from 
India, especially attempts to introduce communal politics and prac-
tices from that country into South Africa. Also, what some respondents 
described as ‘unscrupulous’ priests from India and Sri Lanka see places 
such as Chatsworth as ‘rich pickings’ and have been trying to introduce 
superstition and unscriptural rituals and practices there, in the process 
undermining the attempts of South African priests and organisations 
to promote a scriptural-based Hinduism.

Finally, there is conflation and confusion between religion and 
language. This creates linguistic tensions in a community where the 
majority of the faithful do not speak Indian vernaculars. In an editorial, 
the Post newspaper (21 November 2012) posed a provocative challenge 
regarding the connection and disconnection between Indian languages 
and Hinduism:

For instance, not all Tamil-speaking people are necessarily of the Hindu 
faith. Some of them may belong to the Christian faith, but still speak 
Tamil. There are some Gujeratis, both in South Africa and India, who 
follow Islam as a religion … Perhaps some of the confusion has arisen 
because the people who promote Indian languages have failed to take 
the changing circumstances of the South African environment into 
account.
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Chapter 32

Meeting Siva, Vishnu and the  
Mother Goddesses

Ulrike Schröder

Religious communities form a vital part of Chatsworth. An innu-
merable number of temples, mosques, churches and other religious 

organisations shape the religious dimension of the township’s daily life 
and culture. There is no other occasion in the year on which the reli-
gious diversity of the township becomes as clearly visible as during the 
time of Easter. Although the celebration of Easter is usually associ-
ated with the Christian faith, in Chatsworth the Easter weekend is used 
as an occasion for religious convocations by all religious communities: 
Christian, Hindu and Muslim organisations become the hub of activity 
for prayers, services and special festivities.

For the Hindu communities in South Africa, the Easter weekend is 
associated with one of the most popular and uniquely South African 
traditions, the Mariamman prayer, often combined with special services 
to the other Amman deities. These are a group of female Hindu deities 
from South India, all with ‘amman’ in their name and often seen as 
different cosmic forms of the female divine power, called the ‘Mother 
goddess’. This gives the Easter weekend a special importance to Hindus 
as well as Christians. On Good Friday, early in the afternoon, the busy 
main road of Unit 3 becomes the spot of a special religious scenery. A 
colourful procession, starting from the school grounds halfway along 
the road, makes its way down to the temple of the Sathi Sanmarka 
Sungum, about one and a half kilometres away. Devotees are dressed 
in colourful clothes, some of them pierced with needles and hooks and 
deeply in trance, others carrying decorated pots (karagam) on their 
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heads filled with sanctified water and topped with a conical bamboo 
frame with a lime fruit on the top of it. They line up and proceed down 
to the temple grounds in Unit 10. There, they walk through the fire 
pit filled with charcoal and prostrate themselves before the goddess 
Draupadiamman. The level of excitement climbs high as the crowd 
watches the exertions of the devotees as they cross the pit on bare feet.

The festival continues throughout the Easter weekend with different 
rituals and prayers to the various Amman deities, all attended by large 
crowds of Indian South Africans. In a constant flow, young and old 
devotees, men, women and children, come to the temples from all over 
South Africa to pay homage to the deities. The Easter prayer festival 
takes place in many temples in KwaZulu-Natal and is a special tradi-
tion of South African Hindus. In many respects, it is emblematic of the 
unique history and practice of Hinduism in South Africa. Its special 
significance results from the colonial origins of the prayer festival as 
well as the important role it still plays in displaying Indian and, particu-
larly, Hindu identity in South Africa today. The Easter temple festival 
is a tradition that developed outside the traditional Hindu calendar 
and its festive canon. Indentured workers on the sugar-cane farms used 
their days off during the Easter weekend to cater for their own religious 
needs, while the Christian plantation owners celebrated their Christian 
holiday. This historical origin of the Easter prayer festival is still 

Annual firewalking festival 
(Draupadi Amman Prayer) 
at Sathi Sanmarka Sungum, 
Unit 10, Easter 2011.
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remembered in those temples which are located on former sugar plan-
tations, such as the Mariamman Temple in Phoenix, and connects the 
devotees with the history of their forefathers who came to South Africa 
as indentured labourers. With the resettlement of Indians in the town-
ship of Chatsworth, the tradition was taken to the new place, where the 
newly built temples continued the tradition of Easter prayer festivals.

New and old: a community in progress
The majority of Chatsworth’s residents adhere to different forms of 
Hinduism, which range from traditional to reformed styles of worship, 
from North Indian to South Indian traditions, and from the parallel 
worship of different gods to the exclusive worship of one particular 
deity such as Siva or Krishna. The manifold Hindu beliefs and prac-
tices which migrated along with the Indian immigrants to South Africa 
shaped a uniquely South African style of Hinduism outside of its orig-
inal home (Kumar 2000).

However, if one looks at the large number of Hindu temples, reli-
gious and cultural organisations that are active in Chatsworth today, 
one should not forget that religious life there is of a relatively recent 
origin, due to the impact of forced removals and urban resettlement 
schemes during the era of apartheid. The Group Areas Act and the 
resulting implementation of strict residential racial segregation in 
Durban during the 1950s and 60s affected not only the everyday life of 
Indian South Africans but also the structure and practice of religious 
communities (Mikula et al. 1982; Maharaj 1992). As a consequence 
of the forced removal of Indians to the newly developed townships 
outside the city, religious communities broke apart and devotees were 
disconnected from the established places of worship in their former 
places of living. With the destruction of Cato Manor, densely popu-
lated with Indians and Africans, Durban’s ‘golden mile’ of temples 
was left without its surrounding community. When Indians moved to 
their new homes in Chatsworth and Phoenix, far away from central 
Durban, the temples remained at their original sites, disconnected 
from the community they once served. Even though some old Hindu 
temples managed to survive the years of apartheid and were even 
declared national monuments in recent times, other temples were 
deserted and destroyed.

The Magazine Barracks Shri Vishnu Temple, for example, dating back 
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as far as 1895, was finally demolished in 1966/67 to make way for the 
modern urban rebuilding of Durban’s city centre. Indian living quarters 
such as Magazine Barracks or Cato Manor are today still remembered 
by former residents as vibrant communities, where different language 
and religious groups coexisted peacefully side by side (Murugan 1997). 
John Kisten, a former resident of the Magazine Barracks and priest at 
the new Chatsworth Magazine Barracks Shri Vishnu Temple, describes 
his personal experience of the removal as follows:

In South Africa, there were many who have experienced the trauma of 
being uprooted by the hardened Group Areas Act, splitting and destroy-
ing what our people had built and nurtured. That [is] what it was, you 
see. We treasured memories [that] were taken to [our] new homes; their 
never-ending stories were told and retold to the new generations.

The forced removals and the dispersal of religious communities consti-
tute an important key to the understanding of Chatsworth’s religious 
scene today. The diversity of religions inherent in the Indian commu-
nity was transplanted along with the people into the new townships at 
the outskirts of Durban. Religious communities – Hindu, Muslim and 
Christian – had to reorganise their religious life in the new townships 
from scratch. The new settlements were in desperate need of places and 
institutions that could fulfil the religious needs of the people. Temples, 
mosques and churches were built by the active engagement of quickly 
formed committees, and many religious groups found their new home 
in public buildings such as schools, which are still utilised today as 
prayer rooms for Sunday services.

For the worship of the Hindu community, home shrines and tin shan-
ties were erected all over Chatsworth as early as the mid-1960s. These 
makeshift structures served as temporary places of worship and were 
slowly replaced by permanent buildings from the early 1970s onwards, 
once the Chatsworth community had established itself in its new living 
quarters. The most difficult problem the temple committees had to 
solve was to obtain funding for the erection of temple buildings. At 
times, the temple committees resorted to creative means in order to raise 
money for temple building. As D.G. Pillay, a committee member of the 
Chatsworth Siva Alayam (Unit 2) recalls, film shows screening the latest 
Indian films or other cultural events were organised and attracted large 
crowds of people longing for entertainment in the sparse environment 
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of the new township. Slowly, the new township was furnished with 
adequate temple buildings as it was equipped with schools, commercial 
infrastructure and other facilities.

Basic structures of Hindu religious life in Chatsworth
Over the course of the years, the Hindu community in Chatsworth has 
built and established an impressive number of temples, prayer halls 
and other religious sites, substituting for the loss of the old places of 
worship and infusing new life into the religious community. The variety 
of religious organisations testifies to the large extent of Hindu tradi-
tions that are present in Chatsworth today. Amidst all these institu-
tions, the temples and their religious practices still play a significant 
role for Hindu life in Chatsworth (Kumar 2000; Diesel and Maxwell 
1993; Kuppusami 1983).

Each temple adheres to a major form of Hindu tradition. The differ-
ences between them can best be explained by looking at some of the 
main features of Hindu culture in South Africa. Firstly, there is a clear 
and visible difference in religious culture between people of a North 
Indian and South Indian cultural background. This difference is also 
visible in the architectural style of the temples and the deities which are 
worshipped. Broadly speaking, there are three main types of temples: 
Vaishnavite, Saivite and Amman (Mother goddess). Hindus of North 
Indian descent mainly participate in the activities of the North Indian 
style Vishnu and Hanuman temples, whereas people of a South Indian 
descent are almost wholly attached to temples where Siva or the Mother 
goddess Amman – in South Africa often associated with Sakti – are the 
main deities.

Secondly, the internal differentiation of the Indian community in 
South Africa on the basis of language plays a further role in the forma-
tion of temple communities. The South Indian form of Hinduism is 
dominated mainly by Tamil-speaking Indians but also includes a 
minority of people from Telugu and other South Indian language back-
grounds. Therefore, the main festivals and religious holidays are cele-
brated according to the Tamil religious calendar. Prominent features of 
this tradition are the celebration of the Thai Pusam Kavadi festival in 
January in honour to the deity Murugan and the Mariamman prayers 
during the month of Adi (July–August). People of a Hindi and Gujarati 
language background mainly adhere to North Indian Hindu traditions, 
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which include, for example, the celebration of Deepavali (in November) 
and Hanuman Jayanti (in January).

Thirdly, the division between Brahmanical and non-Brahmanical 
traditions in Hinduism is much more permeable in South Africa than 
it is in India. There, the Sanskritic-Brahmanical forms of Hinduism 
and the non-Brahmanical ‘folk’ traditions are almost fully separated 
realms of Hindu religiosity. The Amman worship in South India and, 
to some extent, the Hanuman worship in North India, are largely 
driven by communities outside the Brahmanical fold. The mixing of 
both ritual traditions in the South African context is a characteristic 
regional feature which reflects the social reality of the Hindu commu-
nities in Chatsworth and their historical origins. During the early days 
of Indians in South Africa the non-Brahmanical worship pattern was 
dominant amongst the Indian population. Hence, the Amman worship 
was very popular. It is still prominent nowadays amongst Chatsworth 
Hindus, because the Mother goddess is believed to play a central role 
for the physical and emotional well-being of human beings. In addi-
tion, there is today an ongoing attempt by the temples to attract as 
many followers as they can and to ‘cater for all devotees’, as the temple 
activists often say. This means that many temple communities are open-
minded about the inclusion of other traditions and ritual practices and 
try to accommodate all main deities. As one committee member of the 
Siva Sathi Alayam temple puts it:

In this temple the main deity is Lord Siva, but we are a multi-deity temple, 
we have an overall broad outlook. We are multi-deity and perform the 
worship of Lord Ganesha, we have Maha Vishnu, we are observing this 
month a prayer dedicated to Lord Muruga, then there is Lord Siva and 
the Mother and all her cosmic forms. And that’s where we are today 
(Interview, 20 September 2010).

This amalgamation of traditions is becoming more and more popular 
among the Hindu population of Chatsworth, because it is seen as cater-
ing best for all religious backgrounds.

Another major factor for Hindu religious life in Chatsworth, that 
represents a similar trend of unification, is the emergence of reform 
movements which are constantly increasing in popularity. They are 
attended by people from various backgrounds, although the organisa-
tions with a more Vedantic outlook seem to attract the majority of their 
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followers from the North Indian community. The modern neo-Hindu 
movements came from India to South Africa from the 1940s onwards, 
yet there were also earlier efforts made towards a ‘religious awakening’ 
and the joint mobilisation of Hindus in South Africa by, for example, 
the Arya Samaj and the Hindu Maha Sabha (Naidoo 1992; Gopalan 
2010). In Chatsworth, these movements started their charitable and 
religious work in the early 1970s, shortly after the establishment of the 
township. The decade of the 1970s was a crucial time for the Indian 
community of Chatsworth. Due to the weakening of social structures 
such as the joint family system and the pressure of Westernisation, 
cultural and social change moved forward rapidly in the wake of urban 
resettlement schemes (Freund 1995; Oosthuizen and Hofmeyr 1979).

Amongst the many religious and other Hindu organisations that 
have taken root in the township, the Divine Life Society and the Hare 
Krishna Movement are two that stand out. The Divine Life Society is 
one of the largest and most influential of the neo-Hindu movements in 
South Africa. It was founded in 1936 by Swami Sivananda Saraswati 
(1887–1963) in India. Swami Sahajananda Saraswati (1925–2007), 
himself an Indian South African, launched a South African branch of 
the Society in 1949. In Chatsworth, the Divine Life Society began its 
work in 1975 with the opening of the Sivananda Ashram in Unit 1. 
Its latest addition is the Sivananda Sunlit Path Centre, a religious and 
social welfare unit that was opened in 2011 and caters especially for 
the youth of Chatsworth. As a reformist movement with a neo-Vedan-
tic orientation, its doctrinal outlook tends to be more universal and 
oriented towards a holistic ethical-spiritual lifestyle under the supervi-
sion of a spiritual leader, rather than traditional Hindu ritual practice. 
In broad terms, the Divine Life Society follows a modified version of 
Vaishnavite tradition blended with Vedantic teachings, and stresses the 
ethical teachings of Hinduism (Singh 1991).

The International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) is 
highly visible in Chatsworth due to its spectacular temple building next 
to the shopping centre. ISKCON established itself from 1975 onwards 
in Durban, after A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896–1977) 
had visited South Africa. In 1985, the impressive temple building in 
Chatsworth was opened to the public. The Hare Krishna Movement is 
based on Krishna Bhakti, the intense devotion to Krishna as the supreme 
God in order to gain ultimate Krishna consciousness. The Krishna 
community in Chatsworth has a large following which consists mainly 
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of Indians and – as an international organisation – a few non-Indians 
and foreigners. Like many neo-Hindu organisations in South Africa, it 
combines the spiritual development of its devotees with social outreach 
and a missionary presence in society (Sooklal 1986).

Apart from the neo-Hindu organisations with a broadly North Indian 
and Vedantic outlook, there are other reform movements that are less 
popularly known but equally worth a mention and vested with a long 
history. A good example is the Saiva Sithantha Sungum and the Saivite 
reform movement in general, which is mainly active amongst the Tamil 
community and represents a reformed version of Saiva worship concen-
trated on the ritual veneration of the Siva lingam and the recitation 
of Saivite hymns from the Thirumurais or Subramonia Guruswamigal 
prayer book. The Saiva Sithantha Sungum was founded in 1937 by Siva 
Subramonia Guruswamigal (1910–1953). In its early years, it aimed 
at reviving Saivism in a simplified form as the religion of the Tamils. 
Thus, it was also a Saivite counter-mission to the Pentecostal church 
of J.F. Rowland, the Bethesda Temple, which was actively proselytizing 
the working-class Indians into the Christian fold (Pillay 1994). Inspired 
by the revival of Saivism in South India in the first part of the twenti-
eth century, Tamils propagated a purified version of Saivism in South 
Africa from the 1940s onwards. Today, there still exists a large network 
of Saivite organisations in South Africa which promote Saiva Bhakti, 
often identified with the philosophy of Saiva Siddhanta, and stress the 
importance of Tamil as the language of worship. In some ways, this 
movement can be seen as a unique contribution to Saivite Hinduism, 
because the reformed style of Saivism that is developed within this 
movement is typical only of South African Saivites.

In general, the reformist movements provide some counterbalance to 
the temple-centred forms of Hindu religion and add another important 
dimension to the religious life of Chatsworth. A characteristic feature 
of all reform movements is the structured service on Sundays. This 
can be found nowadays even in temples with a more traditional and 
non-reformist outlook. It includes, for example, the singing of bhajans 
(spiritual songs), a puja (veneration) ceremony, and a religious talk 
given by a spiritual leader. To a certain extent, this development can be 
seen as influenced by Christian patterns of worship. Therefore, Hindu 
religious practice in South Africa is also witness to the fact that it is part 
of a multi-religious society.
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Current trends and debates
During the last few years, many temples have been renovated and further 
extended. The structures that were built in the 1970s and 80s are dated 
and regarded as insufficient for the needs of devotees, especially at festi-
val times. Therefore, many temples enter into refurbishment schemes 
and, restyling their temple buildings according to traditional Indian 
temple architecture, often with the help of specialists from India. When 
walking around in Chatsworth, one can see this reversion to Indian 
traditional styles in many places. Magnificent domes (sikhara) are 
erected above the inner sanctum, and the exterior is painted in bright 
colours, supplemented with elegant sculptural figures of the main 
deities. The interior is very often refurbished with new murthis – divine 

The last piece of Lord Hanuman 
murti being lifted into place. The 
murti, sculpted by local artist 
Umash Harripershad, who is 
seen in the cherry picker at the 
top of the statue, dominates 
the Chatsworth skyline (photo: 
Marilyn Barnard).
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images of the deities – which are specially imported from India. The 
refurbishments do not only indicate a certain prosperity within the 
community itself but show that the Indian community has successfully 
re-established links with Indian Hinduism without losing its particular 
religious and cultural traditions. Hence, Hindus in South Africa form 
an integral part of the global Hindu diaspora while at the same time 
identifying themselves as South Africans.

The Hindu community of Chatsworth has fully established itself in 
its new environment and actively shapes its own future. This is further 
confirmed by the participation of religious communities in Chatsworth 
in the celebration of the 150-year anniversary of Indian immigration 
to South Africa. Hindu religious organisations played an active part 
in these celebrations, emphasising that the history of immigration as 
indentured labour or ‘Passenger Indians’ also relates to the humble 
beginnings of their own religious communities. The most remarkable 
contribution of a Hindu organisation to the anniversary was the erec-
tion of a tall Hanuman statue, thirteen metres in height, at the temple 
grounds of the Shri Vishnu Temple Society in Unit 7. L.C. Maharaj, 
the current president of the Temple Society, emphasises that the statue 
was conceived as a symbol of remembrance for future generations and 
reminds the Indian minority in South Africa to rely on their own reli-
gious faith and material success, and not to be wooed by false promises:

We dedicate this to the 1860 settlers, because it has been 150 years now 
since they arrived. What we felt is that without the divine power and God’s 
help our people would not have survived in this strange land, because 
they were promised streets paved with gold, and they thought they were 
coming to a place that had everything for them … So the ships went along 
the coasts in India, picked up people, offered them great opportunities 
and great promises. Unfortunately the opportunities and promises were 
never kept. So the Indians were brought to South Africa to toil in the 
sugar-cane plantations. And they came only with their religious books 
and themselves. They then built temples and schools on their own money 
… We thought our forefathers had a very, very troublesome existence in 
South Africa. [This statue is built] to honour them and to say that it was 
God’s will that assisted them, and that their spiritual background and 
their faith in the Lord helped them to overcome the adversities (Interview, 
5 April 2012).
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After its official unveiling at the temple in December 2010, the statue 
stands now at the intersection of two main roads that lead further into 
Unit 7, and overlooks the temple ground and the neighbourhood. The 
unveiling ceremony received an enormous amount of interest from the 
public and a wide coverage in the media. It even challenged other reli-
gious communities in Chatsworth to set up similar mega-symbols of 
faith in the context of the 1860 settler anniversary. The story of migra-
tion and indentured labour is generally told by Indian people as a story 
of success, which was achieved through the genuine ‘grit and deter-
mination’ of the forefathers – and mothers – against the harassments 
of colonialism and apartheid. These narratives are still central to all 
discourses of identity and heritage amongst South African Indians in 
the post-apartheid era. However, the pitfalls of such an appropriation 
of history are never far away. The public controversy regarding the 
proper commemoration of the 150-year anniversary of Indian immi-
gration in 2010 revealed not only a widely criticised lack of leadership 
and unity among South African Indians, but also the danger of sepa-
rating the Indian legacy from other constituent parts of South African 
history (Desai and Vahed 2010; Badsha and Soske 2010). This should 
also be kept in mind when speaking in general of the history of reli-
gious communities in South Africa and, in particular, of the Hindu 
community (communites) in Chatsworth. The important role of reli-
gious communities in the constitution of discourses of identity should, 
therefore, not be underestimated. As in the case of Chatsworth’s 
Hindus, the historical narratives are complemented by a spiritual 
message. This addresses the present hardships of Indian life in South 
Africa and appeals to its listeners to take the early indentured Indians 
as a role model for the Indian and, particularly, Hindu life in the new 
South Africa.
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Chapter 33

Between the Heavens Above and  
Havens Below
The Growing Power of Pentecostalism

Karin Willemse and Goolam Vahed

The overwhelming majority of people who arrived in Chatsworth 
were Hindu. Today, however, the power of Christianity, especially 

in its Pentecostalist guise, is obvious. Everywhere one turns there is a 
church, with many cinemas and garages converted into sites of worship.

This chapter provides an overview of some of the churches that have 
taken root in Chatsworth and thereafter analyses why Pentecostalism 
has been so successful in attracting converts. There are differences 
among those churches described broadly as ‘Pentecostal’, with some 
regarded as ‘Classical Pentecostals’ and others as ‘neo-Pentecostals’, 
but differences of traditions and beliefs are not unpacked here. In fact, 
there are a whole host of issues that space does not allow us to cover, 
such as the role of women as members and leaders, socio-economic 
issues that churches and pastors confront daily, and the consequences 
of conversion for devotees in terms of their relationship with friends, 
family and colleagues, to mention just a few.

There were virtually no temples and mosques in Chatsworth when 
Indians first moved there and various traditional Christian denomina-
tions were quick to establish themselves. The Roman Catholic Church 
deployed Father Philip Evers as a parish priest as soon as the first houses 
went up in 1963. He was based on Road 118 on a site provided by the 
municipality, with the imposing St. John’s Church officially opened in 
1969. A second Catholic church, the Lady of Health of Vailankanni, was 
opened in Arena Park in 1979. The Methodists posted Billy Christopher 
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to Chatsworth in 1965. He used the Baptist and Lutheran churches to 
conduct services until a church was opened in Mobeni Heights in 1971. 
A second church was opened in Montford in 1979. Anglicans opened 
the Church of Epiphany in Westcliff in 1968. The Reverend Einer 
Hims of the Norwegian Mission was posted by Lutherans to Bayview 
in October 1962, with a church opening in 1965. In 1968, a second 
Lutheran church, the St. Luke’s Church, was opened in Croftdene. A 
Baptist Fellowship was formed in 1964, with services conducted from 
homes and vehicles until a church was opened in Havenside in 1967. 
The Reverend Victor Pillay of the Presbyterian Church held services 
at his home from 1971, with the Ernest Reim Memorial Presbyterian 
Church opened in Moorton in 1976.

Despite establishing themselves so early in the history of Chatsworth, 
according to the 2001 census fewer than 3 000 residents in Chatsworth 
belonged to one of these traditional branches of Christianity, while close 
on 50 000 were Pentecostals. The period from the late 1960s onwards 
witnessed the mushrooming of Pentecostal churches, not only in newly 
built places of worship, but also in make-shift locations. Apparently, 
there was great eagerness amongst converts to attend the masses. This is 
testified to by some of the pioneering residents. Lazarus Soobramoney, 
for example, recalls that life was ‘bleak’ when they moved to Westcliff 
in the early 1960s: ‘We were scattered around, we had to now get our 
bearings but we were very fortunate … in that on the street where we 
were, a church came up. That church [Nazarene] became our life line.’ 
The minister of the church was important in shaping his life:

Reverend Subjee comes from Johannesburg, from a rough background, 
and he’s a top soccerite because he plays for Bluebells, so here you got 
a sporting man who’s coming in and Chatsworth is a rough town – this 
man is a bit of a rough man also, so he kept us occupied with sports and 
he kept us within the parameters of his yard. We had a father-like figure 
hovering over us … He nurtured us.

Reshma Sookrajh moved to Chatsworth from Cato Manor in the early 
1960s. While she remains a staunch Hindu, Reshma, too, spoke of the 
evangelists in the area. As a child she attended the tent campaigns in 
the 1960s and 70s, enchanted more by the loud singing and music than 
any real impulse to conversion (see Chapter 8). She speaks of Pastor 
Rowlands, who ‘would render his lectures with much gusto … He must 
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have converted about 50 000 Indians and he also developed Indian lead-
ers to manage the churches.’

Proliferation of ‘new churches’ in Chatsworth: stories of some local founders
The first part of this chapter examines some local churches and their 
founders to illustrate a few key points. One is that while the Pentecostal 
tradition was established by white preachers, much of its expansion in 
the area is due to indigenous efforts. Another thread running through 
the story is the continued fragmentation which has resulted in the 
proliferation of churches, most of which operate as ‘independents’. 
A few, though, have become transnational. Pentecostal Christianity 
took root amongst Indians when Pastor J.F. Rowlands established 
the Bethesda Temple in Durban in 1931. Large numbers of Indians, 
mainly from the Magazine Barracks, embraced the church. With his 
support base at the Magazine Barracks moving to Chatsworth, Father 
Rowlands opened the Ebenezer Temple in Bayview in 1967. A second 
church, the Shekinah Temple, and a Bible College, were opened in 
1975 in Montford (Unit 7). In 1983, the former Adams Cinema was 
purchased and the New Bethesda Church was opened. It was named the 
J.F. Rowlands Memorial Centre.

The Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) was started among Indians on 
the North Coast of KwaZulu-Natal in the 1930s. When church member 
R. Ezra of Stanger moved to Bayview in 1964, he started an AFM 
church in the area and asked Henry James, a prominent Indian member 
of the church on the North Coast, and later Merebank, to minister the 
Eucharist every month. Ezra and James had a fall-out and Ezra left 
to form an independent church. James continued ministering and in 
1973 established an AFM church in Westcliff. The AFM made substan-
tial inroads among Indians during the 1970s. The overall control of the 
church was with Afrikaner missionaries and it operated along apart-
heid racial lines. Indian members were considered ‘adherents’ rather 
than believers. AFM vice president Gerrie Wessels was a National Party 
senator in the 1950s. It was only in 1996 that a non-racial church was 
formed.

All through these years the work on the ground was done by Indians. 
A number of AFM affiliates was opened in Chatsworth. The Arena Park 
Church was started by Bashu Singh in 1972; Pubal Govender, who had 
been a member of the Merewent church, opened a Shallcross assembly 

Pentecostal Christianity has made 
strong inroads in Chatsworth.
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in 1976; the Havenside Church was started in 1982 by Sivery Pillay in 
premises rented in a local building; another AFM assembly was inaugu-
rated in Havenside in 1991 by M. Chinappen; the Soul Savers Outreach 
was started in Bayview in 1991 with Eugene Pillay as Pastor; the Mobeni 
Heights Church was inaugurated in 1989 under Pastor Rocky Moodley; 
and in Montford two churches were opened, the Bread of Life, started 
in 1990, and the Good Samaritan Church in 1991 (Reddy 1992: 131–32).

Other Pentecostal churches in Chatsworth include the Assemblies 
of God Church; United Pentecostal Church of South Africa; Bethel 
Pentecostal Fellowship (BCF); Pentecostal Protestant Church (PPC); 
Pentecostal Holiness Church; Pentecostal Repentant Church; South 
Africa Evangelistic Mission; and Bible Deliverance Fellowship. Churches 
like the BCF and PPC are breakaways from the AFM. The PPC was the 
church started by Pastor Ezra in Havenside when he fell out with James. 
The BCF was started by Charles Paul who resigned from the AFM in 
1982 on account of feeling ‘stifled’ by church elders and aggrieved that 
his ‘divine healing’ was not accorded due recognition (Reddy 1992: 
145). The Westcliff Assembly of the AFM had three secessions in the 
1980s, with Vasie Pillay forming the Siloam Assembly in March 1982; 
Abel Jacobs breaking with a church group in September 1982 to form 
Soldiers of the Cross; and David James resigning in 1988 to form the 
Chatsworth Evangelistic Centre (Reddy 1992: 146).

While not wanting to belabour the point, these secessions show that 
while some churches in Chatsworth have strong leadership and have 
grown, others continue to fragment. They remain small scale, though 
the number of churches is mushrooming. Secession could be due to a 
variety of factors. When Lazarus Soobramoney joined the Church of 
the Nazarene in the 1960s, it had a membership of 40 which grew to 
600. Soobramoney is now Pastor of an offshoot of the original church, 
which he runs at the Lotus Primary School. According to Soobramoney, 
offshoots are to be welcomed: ‘When you have water, you want to share 
it with someone else, so the scripture is telling us to share the faith, you 
want others to know the gifts that you have, you are actually sharing 
that gift.’ He explained why he started a church: ‘Two eye surgeons are 
seated in one theatre, one eye surgeon is operating and the next one is 
looking for all these years, and there are millions of cataracts going 
past. I feel the time has come for us to touch others. People are hurt-
ing, bleeding, dying, hungry, starving. I was called to preach the gospel 
through scripture. So I just felt, can’t I meet the need?’ Soobramoney, 
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unlike those that he referred to as ‘SAPs’ (Self-Appointed Pastors), has 
a degree in Biblical Archaeology and passed examinations set by the 
Nazarene Theological College.

Many of the largest churches in present-day Chatsworth are ‘inde-
pendents’. One independent Pastor to make a big impression is Dr 
Paul Lutchman, who embraced Christianity at sixteen and estab-
lished the Christian Revival Centre (CRC) in Shallcross with eighteen 
members. He subsequently built the CRC in Crossmoor which holds 2 
800 worshippers. Dr Lutchman also founded the mega-tent Jesus for 
Africa ministry in 1987 and is vice president of the Global Network 
Christian Indian Leaders. The CRC now has a membership of 50 000 
across South Africa and around a hundred churches (Nair and Naidoo 
2010: 165). The church unveiled what it claims is the tallest cross in 
Africa at the CRC in June 2011. In his book, , Dr Lutchman pays trib-
ute to Rowlands, his ‘personal mentor. He truly deposited nuggets of 
wisdom into my ministry. The administrative skills, incredible memory, 
and the incredible energy to multi-task is indeed a phenomenal task’ 
(Lutchman 2013: 7).

The Revival Ministries was started by Dr Allen Joseph in a garage in 
Shallcross with fifteen members. Dr Joseph was born in 1952. The eldest 
of ten children, he was a boilermaker by trade who worked for energy 
and chemical company SASOL. He embraced Christianity in 1969 
and was ordained a minister in 1977. He launched Revival Ministries 

Christian Revival Centre.
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in 1983. Two years later, he moved from his garage to a classroom at 
the local school and then to the Methodist Church Hall in Montford 
(Unit 7). Twin City, now the permanent home of Revival Ministries, 
was opened in 1991 with a membership of 7 000. Dr Joseph started the 
Chatsworth Christian Academy in 1999 (Revival Ministries 2012).

An interesting independent is the Alpha Revival Tamil Ministry, 
which is headed by the Reverend Deena Muthen, who is also head of 
the South African Christian Vernacular Trust. This is probably the only 
church in Chatsworth to conduct its entire Sunday service in the Tamil 
vernacular. Dr Muthen was born at the Magazine Barracks in 1950, 
where his father ran the Tamil school. His family moved to Westcliff 
in 1965. Muthen deliberately chose to minister in Tamil because he 
believes that Indians are losing their language and culture and becom-
ing ‘too Westernised’. He feels that language and culture are distinct 
from religion and must be preserved. Most of the singing and preaching 
in the church is done in Tamil and Tamil classes are run at the church.

The contrasting stories of Pastor Cyril and Pastor Roy are related 
below to illustrate some of the broader themes about Pentecostal 
churches in Chatsworth.

Pastor Cyril Pillay and the People’s Church of God
Pastor Cyril Pillay was born in Brighton Beach in 1960 in the heart 
of ‘the apartheid white area’. He attended Wentworth School, walking 
‘several kilometres by foot in those days’. In 1969, his family of nine was 
given a two-bedroom home in Montford, Chatsworth, ‘this concrete 
jungle’. He matriculated from Montarena in 1978. He was the head 
boy even though the family experienced great poverty: ‘I didn’t own a 
blazer, a school tie and a Bata Toughee shoes but, because of my perse-
verance, I was made the head boy.’ His mother worked as a domestic ‘in 
white people’s homes, so we’d look forward for her to bring something 
for us to eat’. His father Shanmugam was a confectioner at a bakery 
next to the Sirdar Road Temple. In his spare time, Shanmugam was a 
comedian and six-foot dancer whose stage name was ‘Bul-bul Myna’.

Influenced by Pastor Cyril, the entire family embraced Christianity 
in 1971. Just opposite their home was a Sunday school that he attended 
‘as an eleven-year-old, seeking truth, just out of choice’. After matric-
ulating, Pastor Cyril attended the Bethesda Full Gospel Bible College 
in Chatsworth from 1979 to 1981. The College’s then president was 
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Pastor Rowlands. Although Pastor Cyril was marked out for a profes-
sional career by his teachers and parents, he chose the cloth because he 
‘felt a divine call on my life’. In apartheid South Africa, the training 
seminary operated along racial lines, with institutions for Africans in 
Soweto, Coloureds in Cape Town, Afrikaners in Pretoria, and Indians 
in Chatsworth. Pastor Cyril was a devotee of Pastor Rowlands whom he 
holds ‘very near and dear and [I] wish that Durban would name a street 
after him’. In 1980, Pastor Cyril accompanied Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu to the Middle East and Europe to canvass support for sanctions 
and disinvestment under the auspices of the South African Council of 
Churches.

In 1987, Pastor Cyril studied at the Bethesda International Church in 
Cleveland, Tennessee. When he returned, still in his twenties, he made 
the politically unpopular choice to participate in local affairs commit-
tees and the Tricameral dispensation, under the banner of the Solidarity 
Party. From 1994 to 2000, he was a local councillor for the Inkatha 
Freedom Party (IFP). He believes that this fitted in with his broader 
aim of benefiting the local community. Pastor Cyril remains involved 
in public life. He was appointed to the Board of R.K. Khan Hospital in 
2008; he is a member of the local ANC branch; and chairman of Sinika 
Uthando, an NGO whose focus is on substance abuse (see Chapter 22). 
Throughout this, Pastor Cyril’s congregation continued to grow and he 
moved his People’s Church of God to Tranquil Street in Unit 6, oppo-
site R.K. Khan Hospital.

left: Pastor Cyril Pillay of the 
People’s Church of God. 

right: Pastor Roy and his wife 
XXXX in their Bayview flat 
[authors to fill in name].
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Pastor Roy and the Bethlehem Revival Centre
Pastor Roy was born Devanand Surabjeeth in 1956 and grew up in 
a wood and iron home in Springtown. The family was moved to 
Chatsworth in 1964. He attended Glenview Primary but could not 
continue with his schooling because his father, Mr Jugnandhan, who 
had worked for Natal Steam Laundry in Sea Cow Lake, had to give up 
his job when the family moved to Chatsworth. Jugnandhan was unem-
ployed for many years until he joined the Durban Corporation in 1971. 
Pastor Roy grew up in a home with a strong Hindu culture: ‘My dad did 
a lot of Diwali, he was a staunch Hindu. He used to raise the flags every 
year.’ At the age of fourteen, Pastor Roy became the family’s sole bread-
winner. He joined Slater Footwear, Tweedie Footwear a year later, then 
Shortlands Packaging and, finally, Durban Box Manufacturers, where 
he worked until the firm closed down in 1978. He married his wife Sushi 
while he was working at Durban Box. They were extremely poor and 
could not even afford a wedding. ‘All we did was, we went down to the 
Home Affairs in Silverglen, that was in 1975.’ They have three children 
who are all married.

Pastor Roy became a Christian in 1978:

At that time my eldest boy was about two years old. My wife was the only 
one working at that time. She was earning R9 a week, difficult to survive. 
I was unemployed. I wasn’t living a proper life until one day I opened my 
heart to the Lord. The day the Lord entered my life, it changed and I’ve 
gone along all these years helping people who were in my situation, even 
worse situations than mine. I brought thousands of people to the Lord. 
They are saved and many thousands of lives have been changed in this 
community itself. No one influenced me. It was my direct conversion with 
the Lord, you know, I chose to serve the Lord.

Easter Festival, 2012. Small 
independent churches such as 
the Bethesda Revival Centre are 
often run from local schools. 
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Pastor Roy joined the Pentecostal Protestant Church in Shallcross under 
Pastor Frank Naidoo. His conversion encouraged others in his immediate 
family to do likewise, primarily because they witnessed the impact that it 
had on him. Once the Holy Spirit touched him, as he put it, he commit-
ted to God’s work and tried to avoid all forms of sin. His mother

saw change in my life, finally gave in. My wife saw the change. After two 
or three weeks she decided to give up her religion and follow me. My 
mother-in-law saw that and she said she too wants to go that way. My 
father gave in to the Lord in the year 1982 – he had to give in because he 
couldn’t understand the change in my life and he wanted what I had very 
badly. All my family gave their hearts to the Lord, except for one brother 
– he hasn’t given his heart but he will, surely.

After being unemployed for a few months, Pastor Roy joined Addis Box 
Manufacturing in Jacobs, where he worked for five years as a machinist 
and later as a truck driver. He joined St. Aidan’s Mission Hospital as a 
driver in 1983 and worked there until his retirement in 2004 so that he 
could concentrate on his church, the Bethlehem Revival Centre, which 
he started in 1990. He was forced to retire ‘because the church load 
was getting heavier than my normal work’. Pastor Roy remained with 
his initial church, the Pentecostal Protestant Church in Shallcross, for 
five years, but then he discovered that a small church, the Bethel Sharon 
Assembly run by Pastor Joseph Govender close to his house, was ‘really 
struggling’ so he helped out there. By 1990, the Assembly’s congrega-
tion had increased from 20 to almost 500. At that point, ‘there was a 
call in my heart to lead the flock myself. I could hear the voice of the 
Lord saying to me, “now you must move on, you’ve done your work, 
saved two churches”.’ He opened the Bethlehem Revival Centre at the 
Summerfield School on 9 December 1990.

Pastor Roy chose the name of his church through careful deliber-
ation. As he explains, Bethlehem means ‘the house of bread’, and he 
wants his church to become ‘a house of supply, we can take care of the 
community, people who are stranded, destitute, desperate, disadvan-
taged, they must be able to look at Bethlehem because the wise men 
looked for the star in Bethlehem’. He describes the church as ‘my haven, 
my home, my new Jerusalem, my Holy Land and these are my people. I 
will never leave them for anything in this world. To live out of here, I’ll 
be living like a fish out of the water.’
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The way that each of these spiritual leaders claims their authority 
is different. Not surprisingly, this difference is related to their back-
grounds. While both refer to a ‘calling’ that made them embrace the 
new religion, Pastor Cyril claims a thorough education and scrip-
tural knowledge as a basis for his religious authority. He attended the 
Bethesda College and is proud to have studied under J.F. Rowlands. His 
next step after organising his church was to enter local politics. The 
well-being of the local community is very much a driving force for him. 
To Pastor Roy, divine inspiration came suddenly upon him, since ‘[t]
he moment I opened up my heart to the Lord, my entire life changed. 
I didn’t have to struggle and battle with anything.’ Divine inspiration, 
or Baptism in the Holy Spirit, constituted both a source of his reli-
gious guidance and his own religious authority. Not only did his family 
members ‘open their hearts to the Lord’ because of this change in his 
life but he also ‘saved’ many people in the community. If, for Pastor 
Cyril, the road to a better life is through involvement in civic and polit-
ical affairs to improve services, for Pastor Roy it is complete faith in the 
help of God and the Holy Spirit that will help him to ‘save’ people.

On the question of formal theological education, Reddy found, in his 
1990s study, that many older Pastors in the AFM lacked formal theo-
logical or Biblical training. They in fact argued that formal training 

Pastor Roy, Easter 2012.
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was not necessary. One reason was eschatological, that is, with Christ’s 
return imminent, there was an urgency to save souls rather than study. 
It was also felt that ‘heart knowledge’ was more important than ‘head 
knowledge’ for salvation, that ‘Baptism of the Holy Spirit’ was sufficient 
to guide teachers, and formal study under humans was not required 
(Reddy 1992: 176−178).

What is clear in the example of both Pastor Cyril and Pastor Roy is 
that their personal investment in the church attracted others. What is 
not clear from these narratives is why they attracted such huge numbers 
of followers. Though the help offered by the church to those who are 
destitute may be a factor, it does not account for the enormous differ-
ence in the number of converts to Pentecostal churches compared with 
those of other denominations (and even other religions) that also offer 
charity. In order to understand local perspectives on the attraction that 
Pentecostal churches have for their converts, the next part of this study 
begins with a reflection by a non-convert, who comments on the conver-
sion of his brother-in-law to a Pentecostal church. We have not named 
the interviewee as he is prominent in a range of organisations and 
we do not wish to compromise him in any way. The reflection, which 
was similarly offered in various forms by many other non-Christians, 
allows us to understand some of the local discourses on these churches 
– discourses which are highly contested – and thus to view these newly 
established houses of faith from a bottom-up perspective.

Attraction of Pentecostal churches: new havens in a new world?

There is a mass exodus [to Christianity]. Why? It’s ignorance – people 
become ignorant of their own religion, they don’t know what it entails 
and then succumb to propaganda. You go over to the other side because 
you think the pastures are greener only to realise that what you seeing is 
not really greenery. Also, if you look at Hinduism, it is a very complex 
religion, lot of rituals, lot of traditions. It takes a lot to become a Hindu 
and the easy way out is, ‘let me opt to become something else’. Also, and 
I need to be careful when I say this, you know, but churches offer incen-
tives to people that come into their so-called ‘families’. They say, listen, 
don’t worry if you unemployed, we’ll find you employment, we’ll also 
provide you with groceries, rent money. That happens for a short time 
but, by that time, you already converted and you in the church. But you 
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also find that these people, after a few months, they not going to church 
anymore, because they become disillusioned, so people are being lied to, 
they’re not being educated as to why they should convert … I’m going 
to tell you a personal experience. I had a family member that converted 
to Christianity and the reason why he converted was for the reasons I’ve 
mentioned, he was unemployed, the church promised him a job which did 
not materialise, they paid his rent for three months, they gave him grocer-
ies for that period of time but his family, his wife and his three kids did 
not convert to Christianity, only him. Now, he’s sitting with the situation 
where the church has abandoned him, he does work for the pastors and 
that’s how he generates income. So from being a person in the commu-
nity and within his family, he’s now being looked upon as a labourer. The 
family sees him working at these pastors’ homes or in the church and 
they look down upon him so he decided he’s going to stop and he sits at 
home doing nothing and he doesn’t know whether he’s a Christian or a 
Hindu. And his family wants to have nothing to do with him because he 
has gone to church.

The interviewee points to several factors that may be behind the conver-
sion of Hindus. These include the ‘ignorance’ of Hindus about their 
religion; the complex rituals of Hinduism; and financial assistance 
provided by churches. Providing financial assistance to the needy is 
a feature of Pentecostalism, as Pentecostals believe that devotees are 
merely stewards of wealth and should thus spend theirs sensibly by 
giving to the poor. This point was emphasised by Pastors Roy, Cyril and 
Soobramoney, who have each been instrumental in redirecting resources 
to where they are required in the community. Pentecostal churches do 
offer a ‘new family’ that tries to cater for direct needs such as ‘grocer-
ies’ and ‘rent money’ and, sometimes, even job opportunities. Thus, the 
new social network that converts can tap into, together with the allevi-
ation of some of their most pressing socio-economic hardships such as 
food and housing, may be important additional reasons to convert to 
Pentecostalism. However, material benefits were not the primary moti-
vation for converting amongst those interviewed.

In a 1975 survey among Hindu converts, Oosthuizen found that the 
two main reasons converts gave for leaving the religion were that the 
‘Hindu Holy Scriptures’ did not offer help in instances of misfortune or 
illness and that ‘practically all the Hindus converting to Pentecostalism 
are those who concentrate on ritualism rather than philosophical 
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enlightenment’ (1975: 182−183). Oosthuizen’s research was conducted 
in a rapidly changing religious environment and the results have to be 
considered with caution, but some of the reasons articulated in this chap-
ter tie in with his findings. Misgivings about the convert being ‘looked 
upon as a labourer’ in the above narrative correlate with the perspective 
put forward by Oosthuizen that Indian converts to Pentecostalism were 
‘often considered to be people of a lower strata with very little back-
ground and that some Hindus avoid contact between their children and 
Pentecostal children’ (1975: 187).

Findings in this research also correlate with a subsequent study 
by Pillay (1997) which underlined the importance of apartheid-era 
socio-economic changes in the conversion process:

During the times of socio-economic crisis and cultural upheaval that was 
largely the result of apartheid legislation, churches like Bethesda gave 
succour to people caught between the old, traditional Indian life and 
culture, rapidly passing away, and new, Western secular life. They gave 
to their members a feeling of continuity with an old culture and helped 
to foster their socio-psychological well-being. They provided a level of 
social cohesion sufficient to cope in difficult circumstances. Pentecostal 
churches inadvertently contributed to social stability by creating surro-
gate communities for their members (Pillay 1997: 293).

Pillay did his research in the 1990s and more than two decades since, 
conversion to Pentecostalism has continued unabated. The narratives 
of some of those who converted are reproduced below. They point to 
the multiple reasons for conversion, which include material difficulties, 
emotional succour, and community networks:

The reason that I converted is that at that point in time I was going 
through a lot of trials in my life. Coming from a Hindu background I did 
a lot of prayer and my problem did not get solved. One day my boss spoke 
to me about Christianity, he always did. There was this fine day when at 
six o’clock on a Sunday afternoon, myself and my husband were listen-
ing to this programme on radio and the pastor was preaching about our 
story, exactly what we were going through at that time. My husband and 
I listened to the programme and we phoned in to the radio programme 
telling them that we identified.

— Samantha, forties, converted 2003
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Christian life to me was something I saw could change my life. I was 
facing a lot of obstacles and health problems. I didn’t feel God where I 
worshipped. I was very ill at that time. I was led by my daughter, she was 
a Christian, she gave me a scripture verse that changed my life.

— Vinishree, fifties, converted 1999

Life was not very fair to us, we use to have many problems. And some 
friend would come and talk to us about Jesus and pray, which I did. 
Sometimes I even fasted with her and finally one day I decided to follow 
her to church because they had a function. When I got there and listened 
to the man talk, my life was never the same again, I felt like they were 
talking to me. So I decided to give my life to Jesus. I’m really rejoicing 
that I did.

— Sandra, fifties, converted 1996

I go to church in Montclair. My family were all mixed – Muslims, Hindus. 
My grandfather was a Tamil but I never saw him doing prayer, but they 
used to go to places where they do the prayer. I became Christian, I think 
I was eleven years. I used to go Sunday school, then I ended up going to 
church on my own. My grandfather didn’t say anything but before he 
could pass away we got one big Bible, you know, thick one, old Bible, in 
his drawer. I still got it.

— Lalitha Kapidu, fifties, converted at age eleven

I am no more like what I was, because I’m Christian now. When I was a 
Hindu and when I became a Christian, it’s very far difference. It’s quite 
long now [conversion]. You see, when my husband died, I went through a 
lot of problems like sicknesses and you go for blessing and all that. There 
was one person we used to go for blessing. If you go today, that person 
will tell you one thing and when you go tomorrow that person says you a 
different thing and that made me to think. My big daughter is a Christian, 
Good Friday eve, I went to my daughter, I said I think this is the day that 
Jesus Christ died for me. I read the Bible and I go according to that. You 
serve one master and one master alone.

— Nagammah Pillay, seventies

In the above testimonies,1 several themes stand out: healing; various 
personal crises; financial difficulties; and the power and emotion of 
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Pastors and prayer. The subjective world of concrete individual expe-
rience appears crucial in conversion and is probably only comprehen-
sible to those who experience it. But ‘experience’ is contextual and the 
convertees’ social, physical, economic and emotional states all played a 
role in shaping that experience.

Emphasis on group participation and the loose structure of worship 
services is another appeal of Pentecostalism. The liturgy, comprising 
a narrative that emphasises direct experience of God and addressing 
day-to-day needs, resonates with worshippers. Emotional prayer, sing-
ing, clapping and dancing in the presence of God have greater appeal 
for informants than the rationalistic and set liturgies in traditional 
churches. As Pastor Cyril points out, ‘there’s a lot of vibrancy in terms 
of modes of worship, in terms of being relevant. There’s too much 
tradition in the traditional churches. Young people want to believe in 
the 21st-century situation and they want that type of lifestyle spirit-
ually … You see, religious community has become a second family.’ 
Devotees are allowed to express their emotions freely, be it laughing, 
crying, shouting or singing. In a context where so many people are 
experiencing problems, this opportunity for emotional release is vital, 
especially knowing that the ‘family’ of worshippers will support rather 
than condemn you.

Pastor Roy also emphasised that the mode of Pentecostal worship is 
crucial. He spoke of the ‘freedom of expression in the Spirit’. Exorcism, 
shaking, physical healing at tent meetings, spiritual manifestation of 
speaking in tongues, and other aspects of Pentecostal worship resonate 
with followers:

We enjoy the anointing of the Holy Spirit in our midst. In anything such 
as this we have the gifts of the Holy Spirit like speaking in tongues, gift of 
prophecy, gift of discernment, gift of knowledge. It means speaking in a 
heavenly language that you yourself don’t understand. It is only the Spirit 
that gives you the interpretation of what you saying … These giftings 
of the Holy Spirit operate in the church whereas you sit in a Methodist 
church and in a Catholic church all quiet.

Experiential vitality was not always central to Pentecostalism. Pastor 
Rowlands stressed cultural continuity with Hindu cultural practices 
(hence naming his church a ‘Temple’). Following his death, the ‘middle 
path’ between the formalism of established churches and the fanaticism 
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of Pentecostals was jettisoned for ‘classical’ Pentecostal beliefs (in 
Nadar 2004). Indian Pastors began ‘imitating the Western way of 
preaching’ (Nadar 2004). The emotionalism of classical Pentecostalism, 
as described by Pastor Roy, meets an important need in adherents’ lives, 
echoing Milton Yinger who wrote that ‘religions are built to carry the 
“peak load” emotional need’ (Yinger 1970: 12).

Conclusion
The aim of this chapter is limited to providing an overview of 
churches that have taken root in Chatsworth and possible reasons why 
Pentecostalism is proving attractive to convertees. It has not focused 
upon many other key themes such as differences of belief and prac-
tice amongst the churches. Another important part of the story is the 
way in which churches operate at grassroots level, where they reach 
out to serve residents’ socio-economic needs by mobilising resources 
and involving others in collective caring at community level. Another 
feature is the high conversion rates among women (see Adogame, 
Gerloff and Hock 2008; Frahm-Arp 2010); yet they are rarely involved 
in leadership roles (Nadar 2004). These themes remain to be studied 
in the future.

Census figures and ethnographic observations point to a large-scale 
embracing of Pentecostalism in Chatsworth. The reasons for this 
are complex and include Group Areas dislocation, the demise of the 
extended family, urbanisation, economic uncertainty in the post-apart-
heid period, and even desegregation. When most Indians lived in 
established suburbs in urban and peri-urban areas, it was difficult for 
Christians to acquire land to build churches. In Chatsworth it was easier 
to acquire land. Improved transport also made it possible for members 
to travel to churches. Education and economic mobility meant that 
devotees could contribute to church coffers. Interviews revealed multi-
ple reasons for conversion. The emotionalism of Pentecostalism and 
the lack of regular communal worship in Hinduism were important, 
while marriage and personal problems, the search for spiritual ‘truth’, 
and complicated and expensive Hindu rituals were all cited as reasons 
for conversion. There is no single factor or pattern to conversion.

The make-up of churches has changed over time, with independ-
ents proliferating. Most churches have a tendency to constantly splin-
ter, which has contributed to the growth in their number. The fact that 
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ministers like Pastor Roy and Pastor Cyril are mostly from the same 
neighbourhood and often share a similar socio-economic background 
with members makes it easier for them to relate to the congregation’s 
needs. Historically, Christianity has spread from the developed world 
to the ‘South’. What we are witnessing here is a movement from below, 
where working-class people are assuming leadership in missionary 
work.

Many interviewees spoke of the importance of church ‘community’ 
in their lives, allowing them to become part of friendship and mutual 
help networks, which in turn has helped them cope with some of the 
challenges they face. It is in discerning how churches which offer the 
road to heaven in the after-life have become everyday havens that we 
begin to understand the growing phenomenon of Pentecostalism.

Note
1. Interviews conducted by Goolam Vahed in 2012.
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Chapter 34

The story of Abbas Khan,  
a Mawlana from Croftdene
Sultan Khan

There were substantial numbers of Muslims amongst those who 
were settled in Chatsworth. They included some with origins in 

East Africa, who were known locally as Zanzibaris (see Chapter 6), as 
well as mainly working-class Indian Muslims. Like their Hindu coun-
terparts, Muslims left behind mosques and madrassahs in established, 
even if poor, communities and had to re-establish these institutions 
in the new sterile township with limited resources. That the township 
was identified by unit numbers added to residents’ sense of alienation. 
Amongst the pressing needs for Muslims were religious socialising 
agencies in the form of mosques and madrassahs in order to consoli-
date Islam in the new township.

Many individuals and organisations participated in this endeav-
our. This chapter focuses on one such individual, Mawlana Dr Abbas 
Khan, and his attempts to establish Islam and help forge a sense of 
Islamic community amongst predominantly working-class Muslims. 
Based on oral interviews with family members, colleagues and friends, 
this chapter constructs a narrative of the Mawlana’s life within the 
context of the socio-political and historical experiences of Muslims in 
Chatsworth.

Muslims may appear to outsiders as constituting a homogeneous 
group, but they are riven by differences of ethnicity, language, class, 
region of origin, race, beliefs, practices and traditions. Historically, 
Muslims in Natal were either descendants of indentured migrants 
who arrived between 1860 and 1911 – so-called ‘passenger’ migrants 
who arrived independently of the indenture system from the 1870s – 
or ‘Zanzibaris’. Although they faced arduous conditions in the new 
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setting, these Muslim migrants, of whatever background, built mosques 
and madrassahs and practiced their festivals, which helped to consoli-
date a strong sense of being Muslim.

Muslim heterogeneity
From the 1960s, when the first relocations to Chatsworth were taking 
place, there were two broadly identifiable groups of Muslims. Though 
the nomenclatures are highly contested, these groups came to be known 
in popular local discourse as ‘Sunni’ (or Barelvi) and ‘Tablighi’ (or 
Deobandi). The former category, which drew large support from the 
descendants of indentured migrants, owes a huge debt to Soofie Saheb 
who arrived in Natal in 1895 and was a key figure in consolidating Islam 
amongst indentured Indians and their descendants.

The Tablighi school, which also originated in India, was a reformist 
movement that began to make its mark in South Africa by the early 
1960s. It sought to promote a ‘pure’ strand of Islam by questioning 
the significance of longstanding cultural and religious practices such 
as the observance of the festival of Muharrum; the Meelad-un-Nabee 
and Urs celebrations, which included devotional songs and salutations 
to the Prophet Mohammed; the visiting of Saints’ graves; and so on. By 
the 1970s, this new religious outlook began taking form at institutional 
level and became a source of immense polarisation amongst Muslims. 
Mosques often were the battle ground for these religious contestations.

Mawlana Khan, born in Riverside, worked in the Sunni tradition of 
Islam and his main focus was working-class Muslims. His work must 
be seen against the impact of forced removals occasioned by the Group 
Areas Act. All of those who relocated had the challenge of reconstruct-
ing religious and community life. Wealthier displaced victims were 
able to overcome the social, psychological and physical consequences 
of forced removals more rapidly than their working-class counterparts 
because of the financial resources at their disposal. In fact, trading-class 
Muslims had a head start as they had already established a number 
of community social welfare and theological organisations, trusts and 
foundations by the 1950s. The most important theological organisation 
was the Jamiatul Ulema, which was a coordinating body for theologi-
ans from the Deobandi tradition. In Chatsworth, most Muslims were 
of working-class origin and the establishment of places of worship and 
community infrastructure depended in part on the finance of wealthier 
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Muslims. The ‘danger’ was that donors often demanded control over 
the new institutions.

It is for this reason that the role of Mawlana Khan, and others like 
him who helped provide an indigenous institutional Islam for work-
ing-class Muslims is so important.

Early life and education
Mawlana Khan was born in 1953. He was the eldest son of Cassim 
Khan, a factory worker who struggled financially to maintain his seven 
children. Mawlana Khan’s Islamic education started at the Soofie 
Saheb Nizamia Madressa at Riverside while his secular education was 
obtained at the Tanjore school. The family was a victim of Group Areas 
and relocated to a two-bedroom flat in Unit 7 in the early 1960s. In 1968 
Khan completed his Hifz (learning the Qur’an by rote) at the Jumma 
Musjid in Grey Street under the tutelage of the esteemed resident 
Imam, Ahmed Saeed Khatieb. Displaying a great passion for Islamic 
education, Khan was sponsored by the Buzme Iqwanus Safa in 1969 
to further his education in Pakistan and sailed on board the iconic SS 
Karanja to Karachi to further his Islamic knowledge (Interview, Shazia 
Khan).

Khan enrolled at the Aleemiya Institute of Islamic Studies, which 
had been founded by the internationally renowned scholar, Abdul 
Aleem Siddiqi. Khan was guided through his Islamic studies by one 
of the towering personalities of the Islamic world during that period, 
the theologian and philosopher Dr Fazlur Rahmaan Ansari. While 

A young Abbas Khan about 
to depart for study overseas. 
Back row (left to right): Ahmed 
Kassim Khan (Mawlana’s father), 
his mother Jaithoon and sister 
Ayesha. Middle row: Saeed 
Kassim (right) and Reaaz Kassim. 
Front: Suraya Shaik (Khan). 
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still a student, Khan was given the rare honour of being the resident 
Imam of the Musjid attached to Aleemiya. He simultaneously under-
took secular education and in 1975 completed matric with the Karachi 
Board of Intermediate Studies. Khan graduated as an Alim from 
Aleemiya in 1975 and simultaneously obtained a bachelors degree 
from the University of Karachi, majoring in Ethics, Psychology, Social 
Philosophy, Comparative Religion and Economics.

At the end of 1975, he returned to South Africa and was offered the 
prestigious position of Imam of the Jumuah Musjid. While grateful, 
Mawlana Khan declined this offer and opted to serve as Imam of the 
Musjid-e-Mukhtar in Croftdene, Chatsworth, a post that he held until 
his death. According to his contemporaries, he felt that there was a 
greater need for Islamic work in the township.

In 1978, Mawlana Khan went to Riyadh University, Saudi Arabia, 
where he completed a Higher Diploma in Arabic in 1981. Despite 
his busy engagement with the local community once he’d established 
mosques and organisations, Mawlana Khan continued his quest for 
knowledge and completed his Honours (1999), Master’s (2001) and 
Doctoral (2004) degrees in Islamic Studies at the University of Durban-
Westville. His doctoral dissertation focused on the Islamic Penal Code 
(hudood) within the context of globalisation and its application in 
contemporary society, particularly South Africa.

Islamic work – local and national contributions
Led by Mohamed Abbas, A.W. Azamally, and C. Saib, residents formed 
the Croftdene Muslim Society Unit 5A and B in 1972. By 1977, the 
Society was running two evening madrassah classes for high school 
pupils at Witteklip High and six classes for primary school pupils every 
afternoon. This programme was funded by voluntary donations from 
a public already experiencing economic hardship. The Society was also 
involved in welfare, funeral benefit schemes, weddings, and all other 
aspects of Muslim life. Mawlana Khan, as Imam in Croftdene, spear-
headed many of these activities, by which he helped put Islam on a solid 
institutional footing.

Together with other young and newly trained ulema, such as Mawlana 
Yusuf, Hafiz Zuber Sufi, Hadrat Kazi Moeen, Hadrat Shah Ahmed 
Noorani and Mawlana Mukaddam, Mawlana Khan founded the Sunni 
Jamiat Ulema in 1978, an organisation of Muslim theologians that put 
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Sunni Islam on an institutional footing. This was a momentous occa-
sion because, as mentioned previously, Deobandis had already founded 
the Jamiatul Ulema in the 1950s in KwaZulu Natal (Interview, Shazia 
Khan). Amongst the aims and objectives of the Sunni Jamiat were to 
advance and promote the religious, social, cultural and moral uplift-
ment of Muslims; propagate Islam by publishing Islamic literature; 
establish masjids and supervise madrassahs; provide a Sunni syllabus 
for the madrassahs; and invite renowned Sunni ulema from overseas. 
Moulana Khan was appointed as President of the Jamiat, a position he 
held until his death (19 April 2006).

In subsequent years, the Darul Uloom Aleemiyah Razvia (1983) 
and Imam Ahmed Raza Academy (1986) were established to cham-
pion the theological, spiritual, educational, and general social welfare 
needs of Sunni Muslims. The Razvia was officially opened in Unit 7, 
Chatsworth, in January 1983 by Mawlana Shah Ahmad Noorani 
Siddiqui of Pakistan. In addition, numerous and, usually modest, 
places of worship were established throughout Chatsworth. Some 
of these mosques include Masjid-e-Khalid in Moorton; Arena Park 
Masjid; Sunni Rizvi Masjid opposite the Chatsworth Centre in Unit 
5; Masjid-e-Mukhtar in Croftdene; Masjid Rahmathul-lil-Aalameen in 
Westcliff; Iqbalia Masjid in Bayview; Rahmania Zanzibari Masjid in 
Bayview; Chisti Saabaree Masjid in Woodhurst; and Islamia Masjid in 
Havenside.

All the mosques ran a madrassah and the Sunni Jamiat Ulema, 
spearheaded by Mawlana Khan when he returned from Saudi Arabia in 
1981, played an integral role in designing and implementing a curricu-
lum and qualification framework which came to be used countrywide 
in madrassahs operating under the aegis of Sunni Islam. Mawlana 
Khan was appointed the inspector of madrassahs in Chatsworth and 
engaged with the Department of Education under the auspices of the 
former House of Delegates to introduce Arabic at certain schools in 
Chatsworth.

At a political level, Mawlana Khan pushed for affiliates of the 
Sunni Jamiat to unite against apartheid and, as a collective, support 
the United Democratic Front (UDF), which had been formed in 1983 
and coordinated internal resistance to apartheid for the rest of the 
decade. He often argued that the fight against this oppressive regime 
was consonant with the teachings of Islam. In the post-apartheid 
period, Mawlana Khan was appointed as one of the vice presidents of 
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the United Ulema Council in 1994, a national federation of Muslim 
theological bodies in the country which had been formed to present 
a unified voice on behalf of Muslims in the post-apartheid period. 
It included Muslim organisations across the Sunni-Deobandi divide. 
Mawlana Khan was involved in the push for Muslim Personal Law 
(MPL) in South Africa and made representations to the late Minister 
of Justice Dullah Omar in this regard. MPL has not yet been imple-
mented due to differences among Muslims. Mawlana Khan also had 
the privilege of meeting with the first President of a democratic South 
Africa, Nelson Mandela, during one of his visits to KwaZulu-Natal 
(Interview, Shazia Khan).

With regard to his religious ministrations, Mawlana Khan was highly 
sought after as a speaker and delivered lectures countrywide as well 
as abroad. He undertook lecture tours to the Fiji Islands, Lesotho, 
Botswana, Swaziland, England, Malaysia, Singapore, Seychelles, 
Tanzania, Mozambique and New Zealand from the 1990s until he 
passed away. Muslims in New Zealand were so inspired by his lectures 
that they invited him on a second lecture tour. In 2004 he was invited 
to Karachi by his spiritual mentor, Syed Ahmed Ashraffi al Jilani al 
Ashraffi, who honoured him with the Khilafath (congregation leader-
ship) in the Ashraffi Silsila denomination (Interview, Jameel Nakooda). 
Mawlana Khan was widely read, wrote poems, and recited Naaths 
(poetry in praise of the Prophet Muhammad) on a regular basis at 
Mushairras (poetry symposiums). He also appeared regularly on radio 
talk shows to discuss contentious issues affecting Muslims locally and 
internationally. His lectures continue to be aired on popular Islamic 
radio stations in the country.

The annual Eid-Gah(mass outdoor prayer), during the two Muslim 
festivals of Eid-ul-Fitr and Eid-ul-Adha, which are held in the open 
air at the Arena Park Sports Ground, continues to draw thousands of 
worshippers from every part of Chatsworth. This was another impor-
tant legacy of Mawlana Khan who initiated this practice to reinforce a 
sense of community and unity among Muslims of different persuasions 
in Chatsworth.

A non-materialistic philosophy of life
Mawlana Khan was described by interviewees as humble, gentle, modest 
and compassionate, despite his vast reservoir of knowledge which made 
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him popular amongst Muslims both inside and outside Chatsworth. 
One respondent commented:

He married late in life, at the age of 44, to Sister Munira from Swaziland. 
He married late because of his quest for knowledge and service to the reli-
gious needs of poor Muslims and placed his social and economic well-be-
ing last. I recall visiting Mawlana at his rented home in Chatsworth and 
was saddened at the poor quality of furniture and fixtures. What caught 
my attention were the stacks of books all over the house. At first I felt 
embarrassed that a person of his spiritual and educational standing lived 
with such bare necessities. After a few moments, I overcame my embar-
rassment as I realised that his wealth was his books and the warmth and 
smile with which he welcomed me to his house was his pride (Interview, 
Gora Bux).

This observation is attested to by a close associate of Mawlana Khan:

I was there when Mufti Sarfraz Naeemia of Jaamia Naeemia from Lahore, 
Pakistan, visited South Africa after the Mawlana passed away. Hazrath 
described Mawlana as a great Aalim [a learned person on Islamic juris-
prudence] and a hidden gem who lived a life of modesty although he 
was an intellectual giant and a walking Islamic encyclopaedia (Interview, 
Jameel Nakooda).

A regular worshipper from Croftdene, attests that Mawlana Khan, in 
his Friday sermons, would often reassure the poor with the message 
that

poverty and misfortune in life should be seen as a gift from God and one 
should not be embarrassed about it. It is those who are blessed with the 
riches of the world who have a need to reflect on their lifestyle and feel the 
humility of the poor as the excesses of the material world hardens your 
soul and distracts your mind from the spiritual side of life.

Although Mawlana Khan led a busy life that required him to travel 
widely, his simplicity was revealed in his motor vehicle, as one of his 
contemporaries pointed out:

He had an old Toyota Cressida car which was unroadworthy, and on the 
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average I used to undertake repairs twice a month. There used to be times 
when I could not repair his car on time for his religious commitment and 
lent him my car. He once shared with me some of the experiences he had 
when travelling to officiate at religious functions. He said that he was 
saddened by the elaborateness of the functions which was in contrast to 
his message of simplicity. Despite having to pay for his own petrol he never 
asked for any financial payment. If the host family gave him a gratuity, he 
would just say it is a gift from God and that He [God] knows best.

The mechanic, without Mawlana Khan’s knowledge, raised funds from 
the congregation of Croftdene and obtained a roadworthy car for him. 
When Mawlana Khan learnt of this, he was very upset and told the 
mechanic that at least he owned a car, which most others did not have. 
On another occasion, when his fridge was leaking, a close associate 
tried to purchase one for him. The Mawlana refused and stated that 
the leak had to be tolerated as long as the food was cooled (Interview, 
Faima Nakooda). Many such anecdotes reveal the non-material life-
style of Moulana Khan and the example that he set for himself and 
others.

During the last years of his life, Mawlana Khan was besieged by 
ill-health but did not slow down. A family member disclosed that ‘the 
week before he died, he conducted a religious ceremony at my family 
house. He looked unwell and when I asked him what was wrong he 
stated that he had a cardiac condition but had deferred surgery because 
of the cost. He stated that I must not worry as “God knows best”’ 
(Interview, Khatija Akoob). Several interviewees stated that during his 
last Friday sermon, he sought forgiveness from the congregation for his 
shortcomings and for ill-feeling that he may have caused them as Imam 
of the mosque. He also told them that if anything should happen to 
him they must not feel pity for him but express confidence in God for 
their well-being.

On the day that the Mawlana died, his funeral arrangement was 
tense as his immediate family, members of the local community, and 
theologians were divided as to where he should be laid to rest. The 
immediate family wanted the Mawlana to be buried next to his father’s 
grave in Clairwood; the extended family wanted him to be laid to rest 
at the Verulam cemetery, where his father was born and his grand-
parents were buried; while the community of Croftdene wanted him 
to be buried in Croftdene where he had served the local community 
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dutifully over many years. However, the theologians carried the day and 
Mawlana Khan was buried at the Soofie Cemetery in Sherwood. This 
was an indication of his stature among theologians. Some of Mawlana 
Khan’s congregation wanted to construct a mausoleum at his gravesite. 
While this was not acceded to, the administrators of the Soofie religious 
institutes did allow the construction of a marble tomb (Interview, Fazel 
Khan). A regular member of the congregation at Croftdene commented 
on the mausoleum debate:

I am happy that a mausoleum was not constructed for the simple reason 
that Mawlana did not support such practices. Further, if a mausoleum 
was created then this would have had a conflict of interest with the Soofie 
family, who see the shrines of the grand Soofie religious masters as very 
sacred.

The respondent was glad that the Maulana was not buried in 
Chatsworth as:

the people of Chatsworth would have created a shrine, considering his life 
and work. I am glad that he is buried far away because Mawlana never did 
support patronage to shrines. He wanted the Muslims of Chatsworth, 
despite their poverty, to be committed to the teachings of the Qu’ran and 
the practice of the Prophet. As long as I remember, if you had a personal 
difficulty, Mawlana will advise one to pray and ask God for help.

As a way of remembering Mawlana Khan, many of his congregants in 
Chatsworth annually continue in his tradition of hosting the Meelad 
(birth of the Prophet Muhammad) celebration, which he had initiated. 
The occasion is used to pay tribute to him as well. Residents of the area 
who are unable to travel to the Mawlana’s gravesite to pay tribute to 
him, can do so during this celebration. The Mawlana’s Friday sermon 
attire (jubba) remains for posterity in the Silverglen mosque in acknowl-
edgement of his spiritual contribution in Chatsworth. The congrega-
tion also conferred the title of Hadrath, a revered spiritual status in 
Islam, on Mawlana Khan, which stands inscribed on his tombstone. 
This elevated him to the status of Allama, an esteemed religious scholar, 
although he was commonly referred to by the people of Chatsworth as 
just Mawlana, which was his own preference.
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Conclusion
Moulana Dr Abbas Khan’s way of life, denouncing materialism in 
all its forms and committing himself to the spiritual upliftment of 
Muslims, caused some interviewees to refer to him as a saint. However, 
he himself would not have agreed with this assessment as he denounced 
any importance being accorded to those who commit themselves to 
the spiritual aspect of human behaviour. Despite his humbleness, as 
a highly esteemed and learned scholar of religion, the congregants of 
Chatsworth found him deserving of an elevated status and recognised 
him as a spiritual personality who left a positive imprint on their reli-
gious life at a time when their religious identity was vulnerable.

Interviews
Akoob, Khatija, 20 September 2012; Bux, Gora, 20 September 2012; Khan, Fazel, 28 
September 2012; Khan, Shazia, 10 September 2012; Nakooda, Faima, 12 September 
2012; Nakooda, Jameel, 11 September 2012; Sattar, Amina, 17 September 2012; Sayed, 
Mustapha, 15 September 2012.

Dr Abbas Khan on graduating 
with his doctoral degree from the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal.
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Chapter 35

70 Road 908
Music Den

Naresh Veeran

I come from a family of musicians.
Practically all of my cousins, uncles and aunts, as well as my pater-

nal grandparents and even their respective fathers before them, were 
musicians. While this in itself is fairly unusual in any family, what really 
set mine apart was that, back in the 1950s, all 40 members of the family 
shared a single home at 126 Trimborne Road, Mayville, in Cato Manor, 
and almost every one of them was involved at some level with the family 
band, the Golden Lily Orchestra.

While the band was a vehicle for the expression of the family’s collec-
tive talent, it also served as a networking tool, a creative ‘intranet’ in 
today’s terms, which provided both a physical connection and an artis-
tic outlet for every member during rehearsals once a week and in actual 
performances twice on most weekends.

The Golden Lily Orchestra played its first gig in March 1942 and its 
swan song in November 1970, when it became virtually impossible to 
continue operating as it had in the previous three decades. This was due 
primarily to the apartheid legislation which was promulgated in the 
1960s. The implementation of various Acts became a physical reality 
by the early 1970s and their effects were sharply felt in Cato Manor. 
Within five years, more than 40 000 people were forcibly removed from 
their homes as the area had been declared whites-only in anticipation of 
the exclusively white suburb of Berea expanding westward. My family 
was among them.
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Within days of receiving their eviction notice, the family left the 
home that they had occupied since the 1920s and found themselves 
scattered in different parts of what was then the newly created Indian 
township of Chatsworth. With distances now separating members from 
each other, and having also to deal with the rigors of setting up new 
homes in a completely alien environment, the family’s musical dynamic 
changed irrevocably.

The irony is that the Berea never did spill over into Cato Manor 
as anticipated by the apartheid architects, leaving the once-thriv-
ing communal space little more than a desolate wasteland. Mayville 
in Cato Manor is now an informal settlement comprising an intricate 
network of shack dwellings occupied by low and no income black 
South Africans.

My father, Denny Veeran, was the leader of the family band, a role 
he took over from his maternal uncle, Sonny Murugasen, in the early 
1960s. My dad gave his first public performance at the age of ten and, 
by the end of his tenure with the band in 1970, was a seasoned musi-
cian, having also performed with musicians outside the family and as 
a soloist at hundreds of gigs in clubs, halls, churches, tents, bars, cine-
mas, restaurants, private homes and open-air concerts throughout the 
country.

Unlike the members of his family and, indeed, most musicians in 
the community at the time, my dad pursued music full-time, which 
meant that his day job was in fact his night job as well. For him, his 

August 1961: Roy Murugasen 
(accordion) and Denny Veeran 
(trumpet) work on an arrangement 
for the Golden Lily Orchestra at 
126 Trimborne Road, Cato Manor.
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performances provided more than just a source of income; it also paid 
for his private music lessons at a time when apartheid made it virtually 
impossible for a non-white person to receive a formal music education 
at a state institution.

My grandfather, Jimmy Veeran, didn’t quite share my father’s enthu-
siasm for a career in music and, on more than one occasion, threatened 
to kick him out of the house if he didn’t shape up and get a ‘real’ job. 
Ironically, my grandfather was also a performer who made his name 
gigging during the 1930s and 40s, so he knew exactly what motivated 
and inspired my dad. Unlike my dad, though, my grandfather had a day 
job as a waiter and he used it to support his family, performing only at 
night and over weekends.

It was a teacher at my dad’s primary school, Chris Harris, who first 
spotted his talent and encouraged him to pursue his musical interests 
in a more structured environment. Harris had heard of an NGO called 
Bantu, Indian and Coloured Arts (BICA) and suggested to my dad that 
he pay them a visit. Little is known about BICA or its activities back 
in the 50s but, by all accounts, it seems to have provided non-white 
artists with the opportunity to obtain a rudimentary arts education 
over weekends and evenings at a nominal cost. The true value of the 
BICA experience for my dad, though, wasn’t just the lessons, it was 
its location. BICA was strategically headquartered at the Art Centre 
building in Albany Grove which, back then, served as a sort of office 
suite for white musicians who performed full-time with the Durban 

September 1967: Denny Veeran 
(violin) during a lesson with  
S.P. Reddy. 
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Symphony Orchestra (DSO), the earliest ancestor of the KwaZulu-
Natal Philharmonic Orchestra (KZNPO).

Over the next eighteen years, my dad spent most of his evenings 
and weekends with various music teachers who included Boris Cohn, 
G.B. Gibson, Charles Ingles, John Shirley, Paul Martin and Dennis van 
Rooyen. By his 21st birthday, my dad’s knowledge of Western harmony, 
counterpoint and orchestration was surpassed only by his practical 
experiences playing Indian film music with the Golden Lily Orchestra 
and jazz as a trumpeter with such dance bands as the ‘Ace Swingsters’ 
and the ‘Arcadia Dance Band’.

It was while waiting for a guitar lesson at the Art Centre sometime 
during 1958 that my dad met the principle violinist of the DSO, Patrick 
J. Chambers. A teacher-student relationship was forged, which evolved 
into a close friendship that lasted until Chambers’ death in 1984.

A devout Catholic, Chambers also introduced my dad to church 
music, covering the works of Handel and Bach all the way to modern 
renditions of religious staples like ‘Ave Maria’. A number of anecdotes 
characterise their history together and chief among them was their 
performance as a duo in the late 60s at the Holy Trinity Church in 
Musgrave. Due to apartheid restrictions, my dad performed his trum-
pet solo in the loft, while Chambers accompanied him on the pipe 
organ downstairs.

Chambers and I shared a birthday and, by the time I arrived and got 
to know him in the early 70s, he was more like an absent grandfather 
than my dad’s mentor. We were living in Chatsworth by then but visited 

 March 1970: Denny Veeran 
(trumpet) and Dee Sharma 
(saxophone) perform at Patrick J. 
Chambers’ 70th birthday party at 
70 Road 908, Chatsworth.
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him every Tuesday at Nazareth House, a retirement home on South 
Ridge Road. Ironically, it was during one of those visits that I got my 
first taste of apartheid.

Chambers needed to go into town that morning and wanted to have 
breakfast at his favourite restaurant, Pedro’s, in Guildhall Arcade. It 
was a whites-only establishment, though, and when we arrived, I vividly 
recall my mother trying to explain to me as best as she could why it was 
that we couldn’t eat with Chambers even though he and I had shared a 
birthday cake at our home a few weeks before. I was four years old at 
the time.

Despite a handful of similar apartheid-related incidents that we 
were forced to endure over the years due to my dad’s relationship with 
Chambers, some of my earliest and fondest memories are of him shar-
ing a meal with us at our home in Chatsworth. Apart from a solid 
grounding in Western theory and performance, Chambers tutored my 
father in the build-up to his obtaining a teaching licentiate from the US 
School of Music and associate qualifications from the Royal School of 
Music and Trinity College in London. Chambers also left my father 
his prized sixteenth-century viola made by the Italian luthier, Caspar 
da Salo and, of course, a teaching legacy which lives on in my father’s 
studio in Chatsworth even today.

In February 1972, the Department of Education announced its inten-
tion to introduce music as an examination subject into Indian schools, 
and with it came a flurry of interest from Indian teachers already in the 
system, wanting to teach music. The problem was that none of them 
had any formal music education as no tertiary institution in the coun-
try offered music as a subject for non-whites at the time. My dad, with 
his qualifications and experience, was uniquely positioned to spearhead 
the Department’s efforts and, in fact, alerted Chambers immediately. 
Although my dad was still technically Chambers’ student, he himself 
had been teaching music part-time in Cato Manor over weekends since 
1967 and, by ’68, had rented rooms at Jeram Mansions in Victoria 
Street.

By the time the Department made their announcement, my dad’s 
weekend teaching load had pretty much reached capacity. So much 
so that, four years earlier in ’68, he was able to create a 40-piece 
orchestra comprising his student corps. Named the Denny Veeran’s 
Organisation, it performed in a one-night-only free concert in Cato 
Manor hosted by the radio personality, P.R. Singh. The concert was 
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sponsored by Coca-Cola, Rothmans and Bakers, and the orchestra 
performed both Western and Indian popular music to a capacity audi-
ence. The event took six months to put together and my dad invested 
thousands of hours transcribing pieces, writing arrangements, rehears-
ing his students, attending to logistics, and liaising with various stake-
holders while continuing to teach over weekends. The concert was a 
resounding success and, in a sense, acted as a springboard for my dad’s 
career as a full-time music teacher four years later.

By that stage, the 72-year-old Chambers had heard of the Department’s 
announcement and, in response, wrote to a Miss Rosalie Hunt at the 
University of Durban-Westville telling her about his student, Denny 
Veeran, and how perfectly placed he was to ‘competently fill a much 
needed service in catering for the musical education of the non-Euro-
peans . . .’. I have a copy of that letter on file but it seems that my dad’s 
potential induction into the country’s tertiary education system ended 
with that missive as there was no reply.

The gap, though, still existed and recognising it, my dad approached 
a group of his students – Dinesh Patel, Snowen Reddy, Bheem Ranchod, 
Bandy Pillay, Mahindra Haripersad and Benny Naidoo – to assist him 
in creating the Denny Veeran’s Music Academy (DVMA). The DVMA’s 
main studio remained in Victoria Street and a satellite centre to handle 
lessons during the week was opened at our home in Chatsworth. As 
an institution, the DVMA offered private music lessons on a range of 
instruments. Its telegraphic address was ‘Music Den’ and, by the time I 
finished primary school, it had evolved into both a telephonic greeting 
and, often, a battle-cry.

To commemorate the opening of the Chatsworth studio, my dad 
and his younger brother, Ronnie, sculpted a two-metre high treble clef 
(music sign) from concrete, brick and steel and erected it on the bank in 
front of our home. The sign still sits there and can be seen from miles 
away. In fact, it has become a bit of a landmark in that we once received 
a letter from a former DVMA student living in Australia who simply 
addressed the envelope with my dad’s name and a treble clef, followed 
by the words, Chatsworth, Durban, South Africa.

By the mid-1970s, student enrolments at the Chatsworth branch of 
the DVMA outweighed the Victoria Street branch by four to one. Despite 
this, the Victoria Street studio did continue operating on Saturdays and 
Sundays until 1994 but was forced to close when rising crime levels in 
the area started to impact negatively on student enrolments.
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In mid-1973, my dad received a letter from the Inspector of Music, 
E.W. Albertyn, requesting his services as a music teacher at Apollo 
High School in Chatsworth. By that stage, though, the DVMA’s student 
enrolments were at an all-time high and my dad was forced to turn 
down the offer.

By 1975, hundreds of Indian teachers from Chatsworth and 
surrounds and from small towns as far afield as Glencoe and Stanger 
passed through the DVMA’s doors. Many of them went on to teach 
music at Indian schools well into the 80s and early 90s, while some of 
them emigrated and continue to teach in places like Canada, Australia 
and the UK. Locally, one of them even became Superintendent of Music 
at the Department of Education, replacing Albertyn on his retirement.

For all his efforts in helping resource the Department of Education’s 
early music programme outside the system, my father was never formally 
acknowledged. He continued unabated, though, and I remember our 
home in Chatsworth being a musical haven for hundreds of musicians, 
including singer Jerry Junior, saxophonist Dee Sharma of the Dukes 
Combo dance band, Sonny Pillay of Moonglow, Vasie Naidoo from 
Kreme, Ben Maharaj of Night Flight, Teddy Peters of Tropical Heat, 
Chris Govender from the Crescendos and Eddie Watts who sang with 
The Cheyennes. Dee Sharma, incidentally, went on to command the 
South African Navy band in the mid-80s.

Apart from teachers and musicians wanting to further their studies, 
the DVMA also attracted people from other walks of life who were 
unable to obtain private music lessons elsewhere. For many of them, 
their weekly lesson was also their only interaction with Chatsworth as 
they travelled from towns and suburbs like La Mercy, Tongaat, Stanger, 
Reservoir Hills, Pietermaritzburg, Overport, Merebank, Umzinto and 
Umkomaas as well as central Durban. This group included nurses and 
electricians, pastors and businessmen, plumbers and doctors, clerks 
and pop-star wannabes, and they make up the bulk of my dad’s student 
corps today.

Over the years, the DVMA grew into much more than a private 
music studio in Chatsworth in that it became a vehicle for many to help 
them realise their childhood dreams, express themselves in a way that 
they couldn’t in their careers, empower them to socialise at different, 
more meaningful levels and, of course, provide them with performance 
skills that they could one day pass on to their children. In this regard, 
a number of interesting student requests pepper the anecdotal history 

January 2012: Denny Veeran at his 
music studio in Chatsworth where 
he continues to teach.
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of the DVMA, and the one I recall most clearly involves a German-
Japanese sailor named Hendrick.

Little is known about Hendrick apart from his background and the 
fact that his ship stopped in Durban for a fortnight, four times a year 
between 1971 and 1975. Hendrick, it turned out, was a keen clarinet-
tist and he took music lessons at every port he visited throughout the 
world. During his first visit to Durban, he heard about my dad from 
a salesman at a music store in the Durban CBD and made his way to 
Chatsworth to meet with him. He began lessons that very day and, 
by 1973, became an eagerly anticipated guest in our home. He would 
regale us with stories of his travels abroad, bring us gifts from places 
like Tokyo and Paris, give my mum a handful of US dollars in return for 
a plate of her mouth-watering chicken curry, and play music with my 
dad until late in the evening. Hendrick, though, never paid for his music 
lessons in cash but instead with an electric guitar that he gave to my dad 
during Christmas 1973. While this was an unusual arrangement, the 
guitar was worth far more than all the lessons that Hendrick took at the 
DVMA as it was a highly collectable 1954 hand-made custom Fender 
Stratocaster that he bought on auction in London.

Apart from a couple of postcards, we never heard from Hendrick 
after 1975 but his guitar, together with the sale of Chambers’s viola, 
helped finance the reconfiguration of my dad’s Chatsworth studio in 
1994.

While my dad spent the better part of his youth performing with the 
Golden Lily Orchestra, his career was built on Western classical and 
popular music. He did, however, pursue lessons in Indian music, and 
spent extended periods during his twenties studying Indian music and 
philosophy with such stalwarts as S.P. Reddy, M. Subramoney, Gopalan 
Govender, Moon Pillay and C. Govindsamy.

It was the trumpet, though, that was my dad’s main instrument, 
which he studied with two local legends: Pat Ayer and John Wembley 
Jeevanantham, who was popularly known as ‘Dickey’. Jeevanantham 
played with the Jazz Pirates in the 1930s, enlisted in the army that same 
decade and went on to train a number of musicians for bugle bands at 
the onset of World War Two. My dad spent four years in the 1960s stud-
ying under Jeevanantham who left him his Buescher Trumpet upon his 
death in 1968. My dad still owns that trumpet and, in all likelihood, so 
will one of my daughters one day.

Apart from Dickey’s trumpet and Chambers’s viola, my dad also 
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earned other awards for his contribution to music and one of the most 
valuable among these was a 300-year-old violin presented to him by 
a Mrs A.E. Cairncross. It was his 1962 Selmer Mark VI saxophone, 
though, that occupied pride of place in our home when I was growing 
up, and which my dad handed to me on my last birthday.

I began music lessons when I was five and, ironically, my first teacher 
wasn’t my dad; it was my mum, Christine. A dressmaker, she took 
lessons with Chambers when she met my dad in the late 60s and when 
I arrived had completed her Grade Four music examinations. My dad 
took over from her a year later and by the time I finished high school 
I had gigged my way across every nightclub in Chatsworth, using my 
performances to pay my way through university.

In a very real sense, Chatsworth provided my dad with both a domes-
tic and a vocational space that he was able to transform, through his 
music and his relationships, into a meaningful home and a perfor-
mance platform for both his family and his students. The DVMA 
today is as strong as it ever was, and even though my dad has cut down 
his teaching load considerably, it remains an alma mater for all of us 
who studied there.
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Chapter 36

Papwa Sewgolum Drive

Christopher Nicholson

Arguably the most popular, most talked about Indian South African 
in the decade of the 1960s was Sewsunker ‘Papwa’ Sewgolum. The 

caddy turned golfer dominated the ‘non-white’ golfing world. But it 
was his venture into that ‘other’ world of white golfers, not as a caddy 
but as a player, that captured the imagination of a community strug-
gling to come to terms with an apartheid government that, through its 
determination to create racially bounded group areas, put thousands 
of people on the move from areas such as Clairwood and Riverside, 
amongst many others.

There were protests, but the main liberation movements had been 
banned and many leaders incarcerated or forced into exile. The Natal 
Indian Congress, while not banned, was decimated by detentions and 
the banning of its core leadership. This world of politics was not the 
terrain that concerned Papwa. For him, it was the lie of the ball and the 
chip from the bunker that consumed his interest. White golfers schooled 
in orthodoxy would have scoffed at this man with the reverse grip, as 
caddies played in enveloping darkness on courses otherwise reserved 
for whites.

Recognition of Papwa’s burgeoning talent was to come on the 
international circuit. On 16 July 1959 he won the Dutch Open, beating 
Gerard de Wit, the Dutch champion and giving the Indian community 
back home something to be proud of. He was 29 years old. The editorial 
in the Leader read:

With the success of Papwa in international golf, the colour bar in 
sport has received another jolt. Papwa’s success in the ‘home country’ 
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of the original Voortrekker, the birthplace of Dr Verwoerd, makes the 
embarrassment even more unbearable for the apostles of apartheid (in 
Nicholson 2005: 65).

Papwa was to defend his Dutch title at Eindhoven in 1960, beating 
Denis Hutchinson and then winning again in 1964 on the same course. 
During the summer of 1966/67, he played again in Europe, where he 
lost the Dutch Open by a single shot to Donald Swaelens.

In South Africa, though, Papwa struggled to break onto the profes-
sional circuit due to apartheid laws. In November 1959, Louis Nelson, 
a trade union official, arranged for Papwa to be made a professional 
player at the Durban Golf Club, but Papwa was only allowed to compete 
from 1963. That year, he won the Natal Open. It was the prize-giving 

Papwa Sewgolum, a legend 
of non-racial sport.
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that made headlines around the world as Papwa stood in pouring rain 
to receive his trophy.

On the golf greens and the white circuit, Papwa continued to ply 
his trade. Special arrangements had to be made, including him taking 
meals with the black caddies and the use of a mini-van as a change 
room. Despite this, by beating many of the top white golfers in South 
Africa and winning in the Netherlands, Papwa entered the annals of 
local folklore.

But his crowning moment was to come at the 1965 Natal Open. Here, 
Papwa came up against golfing legend Gary Player. It was a remarka-
ble contest, played under the gaze of the apartheid state at the height 
of its powers and arrogance. Player, the darling of white South Africa, 
had already played at the highest levels internationally and prevailed. 
The course was the Durban Country Club, a privileged ‘whites only’ 
establishment, where meals were cooked by Indian chefs and served by 
Indian waiters in crisp, white uniforms, affecting the most servile of 
demeanours.

As the last round was called, Player and Papwa went head to head. 
The Indian caddies followed the game with both intense interest and 
trepidation as Papwa’s game swung wildly from brilliance to medi-
ocrity. A white and ‘non-white’ going head to head was something 
unheard of. The fact that Papwa was a caddy who would not normally 
have been allowed to play on the course made the contest all the more 
surreal. Papwa’s unorthodox style and portly frame added to the sense 
of unequal contest.

But it was Papwa who triumphed. The few Papwa supporters, mainly 
caddies, went wild with excitement. However, in the ultimate insult, 
Papwa received his trophy outside the clubhouse. For Papwa, this was 
par for the course and he accepted his prize with grace and equanimity. 
Astonished and bewildered in the face of this victory against Player, 
officials hurried off to the clubhouse, forgetting about Papwa’s winning 
cheque, which had to be handed to him through a window after the 
event.

That triumph was to be both the making and breaking of Papwa. 
The apartheid state made it increasingly difficult for him to play in 
‘white’ tournaments and white golfers never raised a protesting voice. 
The authorities even clamped down on non-white supporters, banning 
them from watching sports events.

Then the Group Areas Act struck a deadly blow. Riverside was 

Chatsworth.indb   454 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



PA P WA  S E W G O L U M  D R I V E 4 5 5

proclaimed a white area and the shack close to the golf courses was no 
more to be the Sewgolum home. Papwa was offered a house in Havenside 
(Unit 1), Chatsworth: Road 403, House Number 1. The community’s 
greatest sporting legend was to become resident in this rapidly grow-
ing township. A photograph shows a smartly dressed Papwa standing 
with his wife Suminthra outside the new house. Papwa pointed out the 
future garden to the press and indicated where he would be installing a 
putting green for practice shots.

But his optimism came up against the tightening racial noose. As 
Gary Player’s status grew in the early 1970s, that of Papwa, suppos-
edly one of the intended beneficiaries of the various campaigns against 
racial discrimination in sport, diminished. Deprived of a livelihood, he 
even lost interest in local tournaments and turned increasingly to alco-
hol for consolation. It came as little surprise when he died of a heart 
attack on 6 July 1978.

It would be a wonderful gesture if the main road in Havenside was 
named after him. Papwa Sewgolum Drive has a nice ring to it – a fitting 
accolade for one of Chatsworth’s most famous sons.
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Chapter 37

‘Kicking a Flat Ball in the Streets’
The Inequities of School Sports

Goolam Vahed

Sport is then provided for the so-called elitist class again, that 
we’ve been fighting for a long, long time against, and the poor 
child is still kicking a flat ball in the streets.

— Devan Pillay, community activist

In reflecting on life in Chatsworth over the past few decades and espe-
cially on some of the current problems facing the youth, educators, 

sports administrators and community activists bemoaned the demise 
of school sport in the township. Community activists believe that this 
is one of the causes of juvenile delinquency; educators feel that the 
absence of physical education in schools is a key reason for the fail-
ure to produce well-rounded children; and sports officials consider that 
they were not given a ‘fair deal’ to produce future sporting stars, after 
decades of sacrifice during the apartheid era when black people lived by 
the mantra ‘no normal sports in an abnormal society’. These debates 
are taking place in the broader context of intense government pressure 
on sports associations to ‘transform’ national teams by including more 
black players. The story of school sport in Chatsworth shows how 
hollow is the cry amongst politicians for greater black representation 
in national teams when so little is being done to nurture sport amongst 
(less privileged) young people in the country.
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School sports – apartheid era
Maya Singh has lived in Kharwastan, Chatsworth, for almost half a 
century, taught in the township’s schools for over three decades, and 
has been involved in school sports for most of this period. Singh 
was born in Merebank in 1942 but his family subsequently settled in 
Seaview, ‘until we were displaced by that notorious Group Areas Act 
into Chatsworth’. Singh attended the Springfield College of Education 
where he completed a teaching diploma and taught at Chatsworth 
schools such as Westcliff Secondary, Glenover Secondary, Crossmoor 
and Shallcross. For most of the 1970s and 80s he was head of the 
Natal High School Sports Federation which opposed the Education 
Department’s racialised Indian sport. Singh had been a keen footballer 
and as a teacher he got involved in sports administration and prioritised 
sport at all the schools where he taught: ‘If Natal High had eighteen 
codes of sport, I made sure we offered eighteen.’ This was one reason 
why Chatsworth produced ‘some of the finest school athletes, some of 
the finest cricketers, footballers, volleyball players, the best gymnastics 
participants’. The Natal High School Association, formed in 1957/58, 
was affiliated to the South African Senior Schools Sports Association 
(SASSSA) which, in turn, was affiliated to the South African Council of 
Sports (SACOS). Singh was president of SASSSA when the organisation 
commemorated its 25th anniversary in 1982. At the time, SASSSA had 
‘over 80 schools affiliated and participation from school level to provin-
cial level was very, very good because we had structures – inter-school, 
zonal, inter-zonal, regional, provincial and national’.

Flawed unity
The period leading up to South Africa’s first non-racial election in 1994 
saw the former ‘white’ and ‘non-racial’ sporting associations merge 
to form single associations. In the opinion of many, this process was 
flawed and SACOS opposed this settlement because it felt that the bene-
ficiaries of change continued to be those who had benefitted from racial 
discrimination. But their views were disregarded by the ANC-aligned 
National Sports Congress (NSC). Ronnie Govender, a resident of 
Kharwastan since 1971 and president of the Kharwastan Sports Union, 
was adamant that sport was sacrificed on the altar of political unity: 
‘There was a lot of dishonesty in this entire thing. The surprising 
thing is that at every one of those meetings we were beginning to see 

Long-time sports officials 
Maya Singh (top) and Ronnie 
Govender (above). 
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establishment sport agreeing suddenly to everything. I think they were 
told, please give in to these people and we will play international sport. 
SACOS people weren’t happy about that.’ In the post-apartheid period, 
Govender believes that the focus, wrongly, has been on elite sport at the 
expense of mass participation.

Whilst winning medals should be the ultimate, you need to start some-
where, and that is creating opportunities for everybody to play sport … If 
you look at SASCOC [South African Sports Confederation and Olympic 
Committee], their focus is on medals. They need to produce medals. Is 
that what we want for the country? And yet we are saying, promotion of 
sport should be part of human development also.

SASCOC, which controls all ‘high performance’ sport in South Africa, 
was formed as a Section 21 Company on 27 November 2004 and is the 
controlling body for the South African team at multi-sport interna-
tional games, such as the Olympics.

The problems resulting from this process are reflected at all levels of 
sport in the country, including school sport.

United School Sports Association of South Africa (USSASA)
The NSC formed the United School Sports Association of South Africa 
in 1994 to replace the SACOS aligned SASSSA. When SASSSA dele-
gates met in Kimberley on 30 April 1994, they agreed to formally meet 
with USSASA, but preached caution. In a Letter to the Editor, Post 
Natal, on 8 April 1994, Maya Singh wrote that ‘With vast differences 

Despite a lack of finances, there 
was a reasonably well-functioning 
sports structure in places like 
Chatsworth during the SACOS era. 
There was gender equity, and girls 
soccer, for example, flourished 
from the late 1970s.
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in education expenditure and resources, it will be a travesty of justice 
and a tragedy that we will forever be shameful of if a hasty package 
on unity in sport is concluded. I will not be party to nor will I sacrifice 
our children … at grassroots level.’ Singh represented SASSSA at the 
‘unity talks’ in Johannesburg which brought all schools under one body. 
He was appointed vice president of USSASA, under Doctor Nkosi of 
Gauteng. Although Singh did not want to rush the process, he real-
ised that unless they participated in the new structures they would be 
marginalised. Unification spawned several problems, with black chil-
dren mainly affected.

One problem was the attitude of former Model C schools who, 
according to Singh, hampered the process, as they ‘kept their own sport 
going, did not get involved in the greater structure’ but were ‘forced 
to come in, tolerating the situation, as it were’ because USSASA was 
an affiliate of the International School Sports Association and they 
had to join in order to participate in internationals. They continued, 
in Singh’s words, to ‘have own things going, like touring overseas and 
so on’. Structural problems in school sport were due to the dismantling 
of existing structures. Local areas such as Chatsworth, Singh points 
out, ‘got lost because the organisers who took over did not have the 
expertise to organise for that vast area’ and ‘did not have the foresight 
to say, “look, we’ve got the expertise in all those places, bring them in 
to do it”.’ In the Durban South Ethekwini municipality all the primary 
and high schools were brought under one structure. In the absence of 
sub-zones, there was ‘chaos’, in Singh’s words, with schools receiv-
ing notices about tournaments very late and the tournaments being in 
‘disarray’.

Lack of finance also handicapped USSASA, which comprised teach-
ers and retired teachers who volunteered their time and depended on 
external funding. Government assistance was not forthcoming. Sports 
administrators found this ironic in the context of the push to increase 
black participation in competitive sport. USSASA was seeing to 3 000 
schools and children in poorer areas were unable to participate in 
school sports. According to Singh, ‘in areas like Chatsworth, Phoenix, 
Verulam, Tongaat and even Pietermaritzburg, those people that were 
involved in the previous structures kept things going by organising 
among themselves’. Volunteer teachers found it difficult to devote time 
to sport as the workload increased due to larger class numbers. Bala 
Kamal also pointed to the anomaly that in former Model C schools, 
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which charged exorbitant school fees, sports coaches were employed 
while in ‘the so-called ex-HOD [House of Delegates] schools, the 
teacher is expected to do that coaching [without compensation]’. 
Prakash Nanjee, Head of Department at Meadowhill Primary in 
Bayview, noted that when teachers heard of this, it was ‘demoralising 
to the so-called ex-HOD teachers who say, “listen, I’m putting petrol, 
we used to take kids on sports tournament, your own money, you buy 
orange juice for the learners because it’s not a tradition in our school 
that the hosting schools provides eats and refreshments”. This contrib-
uted to apathy amongst some ex-HOD educators who feel, “I’m going 
the extra mile, I’m benefiting nothing”.’

Lovelife Games
From 2000 to 2005, Singh was involved in the Lovelife Games, a national 
intervention programme funded by the Kaiser Family Foundation (75 
per cent) and the South African government (25 per cent) to promote 
positive lifestyles among school-going children. According to Singh, the 
aim was to ‘use sport as a means to fight social evils like HIV/AIDS, 
teenage pregnancy and drugs’. The programme was running 23 codes 
by 2005, including netball, chess, football, softball, baseball, table 
tennis, cross-country running, drama, creative arts and debating. Singh 
explains:

The games were organised at the lowest level, so Chatsworth had its 
own little games. It went on from zonal to inter-zonal, to regional, from 
regional to provincial, then to inter-provincial, it became the National 
Games – that was a whole year programme. And education was part of it, 
to see if they [young people] can carry out a new lifestyle. We introduced 

Despite a lack of resources, 
educators and local officials 
have tried to keep sport alive 
at school level.
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such things as drama, art, graffiti, so that they can express themselves in 
a more meaningful way.

The programme, which reached half a million children in 3 700 schools 
countrywide, came to an abrupt end. Singh, who was KZN coordinator, 
recalls that at a meeting in early 2005, Minister of Sport, Makhenkesi 
Stofile, stated that USSASA had outlived its usefulness and should be 
shut down by 15 December 2005 and that his Department would take 
over sport. What followed, according to Singh, was a ‘tragedy’ as the 
Department ‘couldn’t even get the regional games off in the whole 
country, they only had about half a dozen here and there’. Within a 
year, Lovelife collapsed. There was a void before single code associa-
tions came into being for each sport. For example, the South African 
Schools Football Association (SASFA) was formed as an affiliate of the 
South African Football Association (SAFA) and coordinates school 
football in the country. Schools are organised into district, regional and 
provincial structures.

Chatsworth and District School Sports Association
Prakash Nanjee, who was involved in the Natal Primary Schools Sports 
Board structure prior to 1994, was the first chairperson of Charlamo 
(Chatsworth and Lamontville), which was formed in 1994 when indi-
vidual sporting councils were scrapped, to break racial barriers. 
Charlamo included schools from Lamontville and Chatsworth. There 
were six zones, with primary schools in each zone playing against each 
other, at the end of which a composite representative team was selected. 
This arrangement lasted for three years before collapsing because of 
lack of finance. The demise of Charlamo led to the formation of the 
Chatsworth and District School Sports Association (CADSSA) around 
1997 which has taken on the responsibility of organising school sports 
in Chatsworth. People like Vinay Mothiram, Gopie Naidoo, V. Singh, 
V. Lalla, Bala Kamal and Prakash Nanjee have been active in CADSSA 
structures. Chatsworth was divided into five sub-zones. For example, 
Units 1 and 2 (Bayview and Havenside) constitute a sub-zone of eight 
schools, which is called Bayhaven. Prakash Nanjee is on the execu-
tive. CADSSA has a calendar of events for the year that covers such 
codes as soccer, cricket, table tennis, chess, volleyball, netball, swim-
ming, athletics and basketball. Composite CADSSA teams are chosen 
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to play at Durban and District level, from where players may be selected 
for provincial and national teams. The strong primary school struc-
ture is not carried over to high school, where there is a low level of 
participation.

Government initiatives
Educators believe that the Department of Education and government 
generally has failed learners. According to Nanjee, while CADSSA 
‘has done fair with minimal finances from the schools, the Department 
hasn’t got a structure. They’ve got people on the higher echelons running 
sport. You need someone at grassroots level to do the organising. So 
they’re piggybacking on the already formed structures and come in [at] 
the last minute and call the shots.’ Singh points out that ‘the people 
that are laughing all the way to the bank in sport are the ex-Model C 
schools and the private schools – it’s business as usual there’. When the 
Departments of Sport and Education briefed Parliament on 6 February 
2008, they conceded that school sport had not yet started, because of 
‘structural problems’. A Memorandum of Understanding was only 
signed by the Minister of Basic Education and the Minister of Sport 
on 13 December 2011, five years after Lovelife was shut down. At the 
beginning of 2012, schools were invited to register in the school league 
programme (‘Magnificent Wednesdays’).

By the end of May 2012, just 23 per cent of schools in KZN had regis-
tered. There were many challenges: lack of equipment and facilities at 
schools; limited capacity in terms of coaches; difficulty in enforcing the 
registration of schools; and funding. While former Model C schools were 
on board, disadvantaged schools were finding it difficult to commit to 
the Department’s programmes. Committees had not yet been formed at 
district and provincial levels, nor was there a National Code Committee, 
or a teacher-driven structure for school sports (PMG 2005). Nanjee’s 
Bayhaven schools are not involved in the new structure. He received a 
questionnaire from the Education Department which he filled out but 
has heard nothing since. It was at the CADSSA AGM in February 2012 
that V. Lalla spoke of the new government initiative. When Lalla was 
asked how he came to be invited, he explained that it was as a represent-
ative of the KZN Cricket Union. CADSSA, as a sports body that had 
played a pivotal role in sport for so long, was not invited. In June 2012, 
however, CADSSA was recognised by the new body.
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Schools continue to be impeded by the lack of facilities and absence 
of physical education teachers.

Facilities and resources
According to Prakash Nanjee, the facilities that government provides at 
school level ‘is absolutely pathetic. We have to buy our own equipment. 
We’re battling to pay water and electricity, we don’t have stationery 
and textbooks. It doesn’t make sense that the government has disad-
vantaged the disadvantaged more, and the so-called white learners and 
schools are still running the roost and calling the shots.’ At the time of 
the interview in 2011, Bala Kamal was chairperson of primary schools 
cricket in KZN coastal region. Many schools in townships, he pointed 
out, do not ‘have facilities … How do you expect a child who doesn’t 
have facilities to do well?’ Lack of facilities has resulted in young sports 
players being headhunted by former Model C schools. Nanjee, for 
example, mentioned that his nephew was offered a full bursary by a 
Model C school ‘without applying because he was a top swimmer at 
KZN Aquatics, his time was on the computer so they picked his time 
up, they headhunted him. These former white schools, because they 
have the facilities and the personnel, market their schools, their schools 
are businesses, they target all the top players, bring them into their 
school, when they excel they promote the name of the school.’ Kamal 
pointed to Jonathan Vandiar as an example. Vandiar, a provincial crick-
eter, attended Moorlands Primary and would have gone to the local 
high school, Crossmoor. Instead, he attended a former Model C school 
because of its cricket facilities. Had he stayed in Chatsworth he may 
well have inspired other young cricketers.

Most educators are flummoxed that Physical Education, as Singh 
points out, ‘as a subject has gone out of the window completely. It has 
been lumped together with, I think, Life Skills or Life Orientation.’ 
Nanjee, a qualified PE specialist, points out that prior to 1994, there 
were both male and female Physical Education specialists at every 
school. He finds it ironic that post-1994, ‘when our learners have the 
opportunity of representing their country, the Department has with-
drawn the services of Physical Education specialists.’ At a time when 
government ministers are ‘wanting to see more non-white representa-
tion at national level, at grassroot level you don’t have this educator 
there to teach them the skills’. The role of the PE teacher extended 
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beyond the boundary. According to Kamal, ‘the PE teacher was the live-
wire in the school, he was the motivator, he made things happen, every-
one just followed but now you don’t have that’.

Conclusion
In the post-apartheid period, there has been intense political pressure 
on sporting codes to produce international stars. But as this chapter 
suggests, the government’s failure to promote sport at school level is 
detrimental to developing high-quality black sportsmen and women. 
Ronnie Govender made the pertinent point that it is at school that most 
children first get the opportunity to play sport, yet many in disadvan-
taged areas are not given the opportunity to do so. Government has 
performed abysmally. Former Model C schools generally have proper 
facilities, teachers and coaches to oversee a balanced variety of sports 
activities. There is a need, therefore, to develop sound school sports 
structures in townships so that talent can be identified and nurtured. At 
the present time, children identified as ‘talented’ are siphoned to Model 
C schools, depriving township schools of talented sporting role models. 
To turn this around will require major investment in facilities, teach-
ers with appropriate training and expertise, a framework that allows 
talented sports people to develop that talent, and appropriate nutrition. 
The benefits of such an approach will extend well beyond the sporting 
fields.
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Chapter 38

Living on the Boundary
The Story of Chatsworth Cricket

Logan D. Naidoo

The very first people to arrive in Chatsworth had the challenge of 
once again establishing cricket clubs. They had come from areas 

where sport was a big part of their lives and cricket clubs had a long 
pedigree. For a while the newcomers to the township were forced to 
play sport in the areas where they had formerly lived as there were no 
facilities in the new place. But as spaces emerged in which to play sport, 
cricket clubs formed an important part of the landscape.

Most informants concur that cricket in Chatsworth was started in 
Bayview (Unit 2) by stalwarts such as John and Muthu Pillay, D.M Shaik, 
Shun Naidoo, M. Mustan, R.N. Barry, R. Budhoo and G.V. Naidoo. 
Chatsworth United was the outcome of discussions held by former resi-
dents of Brighton, who changed the name of their team from Brighton 
to Chatsworth United. Other players were gradually recruited, such as 
Willie Soupen, who recalled:

After moving into Chatsworth I continued to play cricket for Corinthians 
in Asherville. I was fast bowler and my white cricket pants had the tradi-
tional red ball marks on it. One day I was working in my garden with my 
cricket pants on when ‘Bandy’ Pillay (brother of John) saw me and asked 
whether I played cricket … Travelling was becoming a problem so I joined 
Chatsworth [United] in 1964.

Chatsworth Cricket Union came into existence in 1963/64 with G.V. 

Chatsworth.indb   465 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



C H AT S W O R T H4 6 6

Naidoo as president, N.C. Maharaj as secretary and R. Budhoo 
as records clerk. The first members included Chatsworth United, 
Chatsworth Athletic, Hulser and Havenside. South Coast Junction, 
Metal Box, Umhlatuzana, Young Clydes, Valiants, Greyville and 
Koh-I-Noor joined later. One of the longest serving officials was John 
Pillay, who served as treasurer and, later, president, with great distinc-
tion. Pillay was born in Red Hill in 1931 and lived in Cato Manor and 
Brighton Beach before moving to Chatsworth in 1962 (Pillay Family 
2004). In 2004, the community of Chatsworth paid a special tribute to 
John by publishing a brochure recognising his contribution to non-ra-
cial sport. Krish Mackerdhuj, who was president of the post-apartheid 
United Cricket Board of South Africa, wrote:

John Pillay’s contribution to the liberation sports struggle has been 
immense and significant during a period in our history when many others 
took the easy route of joining their Apartheid Masters as a subjugated 
people … True to his principles he participated fully in trying to fight 
for the dignity and rights of people at local and provincial level … When 

Schoolboy cricket in Chatsworth 
meant a box and an oil tin as a 
wicket and a makeshift pitch.
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our true history is written, John will emerge as one of our unsung heroes 
(Pillay Family 2004).

John and the numerous other officials who played a pivotal role in estab-
lishing sport in Chatsworth had to do so in the face of many difficul-
ties, including finance, as white businesses and the government poured 
millions into apartheid sport but rarely committed to non-racial sport. 
R.N. Barry, for example, pointed out that ‘keeping the grounds in good 
condition for match days tested officials. Marking the field was the 
responsibility of the association. Every Sunday I would leave home in 
Bayview, about 5 km from the ground, at 6.00 a.m., pushing a wheelbar-
row containing lime and other equipment we needed to do the marking 
… We took turns to push the barrow … people often teased us’ (Sunday 
Tribune Herald, 17 June 2012). Willie Soupen of Chatsworth United 
recalled playing on matting wickets, which meant carrying

a worn-out mat to an ill-prepared sandy track and nailing it to the ground. 
This heavy mat (often wet) was carried on three cricket stumps, very 
much like carrying a coffin to the grave site … Sometimes we hurriedly 
prepared a playing strip by removing the grass and weeds and levelling 
the playing surface.

When South African cricket sporting families are discussed it is usually 
the Pollocks and Kirstens who get mentioned. Few have heard of, let 
alone spoken of, sporting families from Chatsworth whose influence on 
the non-racial game was just as huge. While the Chatsworth area has 
been blessed by many families who played or administered the game, 
only two are discussed here, the Govender and Soobramoney broth-
ers. There were many other cricketers who were equally, if not more, 
talented and made just as valuable a contribution; we are singling out 
these particular few as representative of the struggles of the wider 
community, who cannot all be discussed in the context of this short 
chapter.

Cricket in the blood
The Govenders were a family of eight. Annamalai and Thollaysamma 
had five sons, Sam, Krish, Raymond, Stanley and Elvis, and a daughter, 
Maliga. According to Stanley, they were born at King’s Rest on the Bluff 
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and grew up in a wood and iron house. This was a fishing community 
and fish was part of the daily diet. Elvis described the house as being 
‘on stilts because of the flooding during the rainy season … Whenever it 
rained our house seemed like a boat on the water’. The Govenders were an 
extended family of grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins, all of whom 
shared a single ‘toilet which was not attached to the house’. Group Areas 
saw the family moved to Bayview (Unit 2) in Chatsworth. Elvis describes 
this as ‘a traumatic time for us as a family because our extended family 
unit was separated’. Fortunately, the backyard of the two-bedroom home 
‘ended right at the entrance of a sports field [Road 217]’.

The early years were difficult as the Govenders were beset by prob-
lems of travel, high food costs, and poor medical facilities. Krish had to 
seek employment to supplement the family income and played a crucial 
role in his brothers’ sporting activities. Elvis, for example, recalled 
that Krish paid them for chores performed so that they could purchase 
equipment and coaching books ‘from which we coached ourselves. He 
forced us to be better than we were.’ From 1966 the brothers joined 
Chatsworth United Cricket Club (CUCC) as they came of age. Krish 
was a left-handed batsman and off-spin bowler; Raymond was a 
hard-hitting right-handed batsman and a medium- pace bowler; Stanley 
was a right-handed batsman and medium-pace bowler (he played for 
the Natal B team when he was sixteen and played professional soccer 
for Berea); Elvis was a right-handed batsman and opening bowler who 
also played professional soccer for Berea.

When ‘greats’ of the past are discussed, their status tends to be 

left: Stanley Govender played 
soccer and cricket at the highest 
levels.

right: Roger Soobramoney, a 
lifetime’s commitment to cricket. 
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determined on the basis of ‘statistics’, while the achievements of 
those who played under atrocious conditions are rarely acknowledged. 
Stanley pointed to some of these difficulties:

On matting wickets it was very difficult to play on the front foot and 
impossible to play on the up as the bounce was steep. When turf wickets 
were laid later, long after we had established our game, due to the soft-
ness of the wickets driving was difficult, [and] no coaches were available 
to guide you. People asked why we were always losing in Cape Town. This 
was due to the firmness of their wickets.

Street games were crucial in developing their skills. In the absence of 
other entertainment, sport provided great meaning in their lives. As 
Elvis points out, each street had its own team and when these competed 
against each other the entire community became involved. The rivalry 
was intense. ‘When you scored the winning goal or made the winning 
runs you became a hero … everyone wanted to talk to you and the 
banter went on for weeks. This made us want to excel even more.’ All 
four brothers gained provincial caps for Natal and have the rare distinc-
tion of being, together with the Frans brothers from Eastern Province, 
the only family of brothers to have played in the non-racial Howa Bowl 
provincial competition.

The Soobramoney brothers have also played an important pivotal 
role in Chatsworth cricket and Chatsworth United’s many achieve-
ments. Group Areas forced the Soobramoney family to move from 
their farm in Silverglen to a tiny detached house in Bayview. The family 
consisted of mother Ambiga, father Soobramoney Rungasamy, and 
four brothers, Rodgers, Mervin, Naven and Strinivasan (Strini). Sport 
was significant in their lives. They were fortunate that their house on 
Road 217 was a few metres from a sports field, where they spent many 
hours. But cricket skills were developed from the numerous tennis-ball 
games on the streets of Bayview. Elvis recalled:

In the early years we played tennis-ball cricket. A bat was carved out 
of wood and a tomato box was a wicket. The concept of Bakers Mini 
Cricket which came years later was said to be the brainchild of Dr Ali 
Bacher but it very much resembled the tennis- ball cricket that was already 
being played. John Pillay often said that the concept of mini cricket was 
stolen from Indian townships.
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Rodgers, the eldest, was attracted to soccer at a young age and excelled 
at it. He attended Chatsworth High, a school noted for encouraging 
sport. At eighteen, he played Division 1 soccer in Chatsworth and 
turned professional for Berea shortly after that. Rodgers started play-
ing club cricket at nineteen. With no previous club cricket experience 
he became the CUCC’s wicketkeeper and, in time, represented Natal. 
Rodgers recalled some of the sacrifices that players like him had to 
make:

I used my Beetle to transport players to the ground. I started Saturday 
mornings by going to buy the balls and then rushed off to the fields to 
ensure that all the preparations were done. The cost of running the club 
with limited or no sponsorships was a huge burden for officials. We 
personally carried a large portion of this cost.

Strini, who matriculated in 1980 from Chatsworth High, played cricket 
and soccer at school. He was asked one day to field for CUCC when 
they were a player short and played two matches for the club at the end 
of the 1980/81 season and was a permanent fixture for the following 
season. He represented the Chatsworth Inter-district team and Natal B 
and currently helps coach the senior team. Mervin, an all-rounder, was 
the first cricketer from Chatsworth to get selected for the South African 
Primary Schools team and played for the Natal High Schools team for 
four years (1983–86). He has played for CUCC for over three decades. 
Naven played soccer and cricket but his major contribution to CUCC 
has been in the area of administration. He currently runs the junior 
teams.

School cricket
Schools are a crucial incubator of sporting talent. In contrasting styles, 
they ingrained in both sets of brothers a culture of sporting excellence. 
Unlike their white counterparts, black schools did not have full-time 
coaches. The promotion of sport depended to a large extent on the atti-
tude of those in charge. According to Stanley Govender:

I went to Chatsworth High, a school noted for its sporting achievements. 
Schools started at 8.00 a.m. but our principal, Mr M. Vasar made it 
compulsory for us to be at school at 7.00 a.m. so that we could excel in 
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sport. The schools, because of their rivalry, guarded against their athletes 
changing schools. I remember once being ‘recruited’ by a rival school. 
Our principal got wind of it and arrived at the ‘rival’ school and packed 
me into his car and drove me back to my school, where I stayed until I 
completed matric.

Elvis attended a different school to his brother but had a similar 
experience:

I went to Protea High in Bayview. We had a fantastic sports master by 
the name of Logie Naidoo, a keen sportsman who played professional 
soccer. I excelled in both soccer and cricket … I enjoyed a special rela-
tionship with my teachers. This included being excused from class in the 
middle of the day and taken to the local ’café’ [by a teacher who shall 
remain anonymous] where I was fed milk while he drank something that 
did not look anything close to milk. I was too young to know what that 
was [laughing].

Club cricket
The passion for cricket that street games, proximity to the ground, 
and school inculcated in the Govender and Soobramoney brothers was 
developed further by the local community team, Chatsworth United 
Cricket Club. This led to both sets of brothers forming a close relation-
ship on and off the field. Their homes often served as meeting places for 
the club and its players, who mostly came from the same ‘district’. The 
initial years at CUCC were not good for the team because the Natal 
Cricket Board (NCB) rejected their application to play in the Natal 
League despite numerous representations by John Pillay, Willie Soupen, 
Krish Govender and others. Chatsworth was seen as cricket’s backwa-
ters. This forced the players to leave the club to further their cricket 
careers. In 1975 Krish and Raymond joined Clares while Stanley joined 
Crimson. CUCC almost broke up but John Pillay eventually won his 
battle with the NCB. Once CUCC was admitted to the Natal League the 
players returned ‘home’ and helped develop the game in the township.

Both sets of brothers have invested enormously in CUCC and received 
much in return. As Strini points out:

We have been part of this community all our lives. We have seen hardships 
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and challenges in our community. The formation of the club and ensuring 
that it was kept running is our way of contributing to the upliftment of 
our community. Next year [2013] the club will be 50 years old … Our kids 
have taken up the sport and it is a tradition of which we are happy as the 
community has given us so much.

Post-apartheid cricket: a giant leap for cricket in Chatsworth
The name of Jason Sathiaseelan is synonymous with the develop-
ment of cricket in Chatsworth over the past decade and half. Jason’s 
hard work has seen the emergence of players like Jonathan Vandiar, 
who played for Moorton Heights, and Cody Chetty from Belvedere 
Primary, both of whom represented the South African U-19 team and 
are currently playing provincial cricket. Others to come through the 
‘Jason Sathiaseelan development system’ include Trisha Chetty, wicket-
keeper for the South African women’s cricket team, Kyle Chetty, Wesley 
Thaver, Sashlin Pillay, Caleb Pillay, Lance Padayachee, Kaashif Sayed, 
Shailin Munsamy, Kuben Gounder, Tyrone Chain, Duran Pillay, and a 
host of others.

Jason was born in Westcliff and moved to Crossmoor when he was 
ten. He attended Crossmoor Secondary where he played cricket, but 
his first love was soccer and he represented Glendridge Blues from 
Shallcross which dominated the amateur soccer scene for a while. In 
1990, Jason formed a cricket club. He saw the lack of facilities in black 
areas compared to those available to white children and wanted to do 
his bit to level the playing fields. Thus was born Manchester Sporting, 
which he managed, administered and funded. He played for the team 
and spent hundreds of hours coaching the U-11, U-13 and U-15 teams.

Jason was determined to put Chatsworth’s cricketers on the map and 
started a schools cricket league:

Manchester formed a schools cricket league in 1998. I went to Model C 
schools and noticed the hype of activity as parents with their picnic baskets 
watched their kids play sport. This was not happening in Chatsworth. I 
approached our executive committee and we took the initiative to start a 
programme for schools. Knowing that schools will not jump to the idea 
I proposed that we provide the equipment, umpires, cricket balls, scorers 
and invite the media to give coverage. All that the school had to do was 
get their team to the ground.

Chatsworth.indb   472 2013/08/31   3:28 PM



L I V I N G  O N  T H E  B O U N D A R Y 4 7 3

The program started slowly but Jason’s perseverance paid off:

In January 1998, I sent out letters to thirty-three primary schools in 
Chatsworth. Only eight responded: Oceanview, M Padavatan, Moorton 
Heights, Crestview, Truro, Belvedere, Sunbeam and Crossmead. We 
commenced with an U-13 league. When the message spread, the following 
year we had sixteen teams in our league, which was played on Saturday 
mornings throughout Chatsworth. The third year (2000) saw the intro-
duction of an U-11 league as well and we now had 44 teams participating 
in all.
This was a very challenging time for Jason and other dedicated offi-

cials, parents and teachers, as he points out:

When the program started in 1998, I used my car to pick up players, the 
kits and umpires from all over Chatsworth and transport them to the 
grounds, and after the game I would drop each one at home. I would visit 
all grounds during games to ensure that everything was in order. This 
continued for years but I don’t regret it as schools cricket played a massive 
role in the upliftment of our cricket which became the number one sport 
in a community where football used to dominate.

Chatsworth Sporting, under whose wing the present schools devel-
opment program is conducted, had its roots in the early 2000s when 
Manchester Sporting, Apollo, Topham and Shallcross merged. The 
aim was to consolidate resources in the township to take sport to even 
greater heights, as Jason explains:

We believed that Chatsworth as a community could be stronger if we 
formed just one club. We needed to galvanise the playing and adminis-
trative strength in Chatsworth and have a sports club that will include all 
codes of sport. This merger resulted in the junior structure and schools 
program being played under the auspices of Chatsworth Sporting. 
Twenty-two teams from the club were affiliated to cricket leagues, the 
largest number of teams in a club structure in South Africa.

Though Topham decided to re-establish their team, Jason believes that 
the merger strengthened cricket in Chatsworth as it allowed the club 
to ‘compete with “advantaged” clubs in other areas’. Jason’s personal 
contribution to cricket was acknowledged by the KwaZulu-Natal 
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Cricket Union which awarded Jason the President’s Award 2003 and 
the Durban and District Cricket Union President’s Award in 2004.

There remain many problems in ‘developing’ cricket in Chatsworth. 
In order to meet the pressure to include black players in the provincial 
team, talented black players were given bursaries to attend former white 
schools with a ‘culture’ of cricket to help them develop into high-quality 
cricketers. Thus, Cody Chetty transferred from Belvedere to Glenwood 
cricket; Jonathan Vandiar moved from Moorlands to Durban High; 
Joel Veeran moved from Ocean View to Glenwood and represented the 
KZN U-15 team in 2012; and Caleb Pillay, who played for the KZN 
U-11 team, moved from Rose Heights to Glenwood Prep. Caleb was 
Chatsworth Sporting’s U-11 Player of the Year and Bowler of the Year 
in 2012, and his school’s Player of the Year and Batsman of the Year.

This talent drain is a concern for people like Jason who believe that 
it is harming cricket in Chatsworth while allowing the former Model 
C schools to entrench their already privileged position. This ‘develop-
ment model’, he argues, needs serious re-examination. A more sustain-
able model would be one that ploughed resources into Chatsworth and 
other townships and, at the very least, developed one school that could 
provide coaching and facilities on a par with elite cricketing schools. 
This would be a source of pride for communities living in the township 
and perhaps serve to inspire others to take up the game and thus lead to 
genuine ‘development’.

Another major grievance of black cricketers in the post-apartheid 
period is the neglect of club cricket in a context where former white 
clubs enjoy vastly superior facilities and resources. An attempt was 
made to level the playing fields when the provincial cricket structures 
were taken over by black administrators at the end of the 1990s. This 
met a deep need in black communities, as Sundra Reddy of Chatsworth 
United explained in 1999:

We will not be absorbed into historically-white clubs and neither will we 
tolerate the cradle snatching of our talented players. We believe that in 
transformation the heritage and principled struggle of all those people 
of Chatsworth must be revered by way of respect for the efforts put in by 
people to develop a club such as Chatsworth … We have walked a long 
road [to] develop our people, our players, our sponsors and our players 
can represent this country without having to play second fiddle (Daily 

News, 31 March 1999).
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From around 1999, township clubs like African Warriors, Chatsworth 
United, Phoenix and Delta were promoted to the Premier League. 
Chatsworth Sporting and Topham were subsequently included in the 
league.

Topham was formed in 1987 by Reza Mahomed and Pooven Naidoo. 
The club affiliated to the Merewent Cricket Union in 1987 and had a 
tough initiation as it did not win a single match in the first season. 
Morgan Govender joined the club in the following season. This had 
a positive impact as Morgan had played Premier League cricket. The 
team made it to the NRB KO Cup final in 1988 and in 1989 won its 
first league title. The merger between the NCB and NCA forced the 
team into lower league cricket but through promotion the club made 
it to the Premier League in 2008. Topham has been sustained through 
sponsorship as well as personal contributions from officials. According 
to Pooven, officials are ‘motivated to do what we do because of our love 
for cricket and also to give back to our community’. Reza and Pooven 
have shared the position of chairman for most of the 25 years of the 
club’s existence. Team administration was beefed up when four senior 
officials of Chatsworth Sporting joined Topham: Ben Pillay, Kader 
Yunus, Vinesh Singh, and Vella Chetty.

Chatsworth-based clubs do field players from outside the township. 
For example, South African one-day player David Miller and Chad 
Bowes, who captained the South African U-19 team in 2012, both 
played for Chatsworth Sporting at some point. Chatsworth United has 
struggled in recent times due to the retirement of senior players and the 
club is finding it difficult to stay afloat. Chatsworth Sporting finished 
second in the Premier League in 2011/2012 and also made the domestic 
T20 final, tying with Berea Rovers. All the clubs argue, though, that to 
make club cricket sustainable, it is necessary to build a strong schools 
structure.

Breaking gender boundaries
Despite the many challenges that women face, women’s cricket has 
made great strides since the first South African women’s squad was 
chosen in 1997. Chatsworth has provided two national players, Dinesha 
Devnarain and Trisha Chetty.

Dinesha Devnarain was born in Gauteng in 1988. Her parents, 
Shirley and Jaynandh, were born in Durban and the family relocated 
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to Chatsworth in 1998 as her father pursued better job prospects. 
Dinesha was in Grade Six at the time. The main cricket influence in 
her life was ‘growing up with a bunch of boys … makes you wanna 
compete with them, so a big note of thanks to my dad, brother, and 
my guy friends, they played a huge role in getting me to where I am 
now’. She attended Truro Primary and then Chatsworth Secondary. As 
a straight-A student, she attended the University of KwaZulu-Natal to 
pursue a degree in Finance.

A batting all-rounder, Dinesha was first exposed to organised cricket 
through the Bakers mini-cricket leagues. In Chatsworth she joined 
Chatsworth United and played for the boys U-11 and U-13 teams. 
She was selected for the Natal schools girls’ team. At present she is a 
member of the KZN women’s team and has represented South Africa. 
She captained the Natal team that won the domestic title in 2009/10. 
Dinesha has a level two coaching certificate and has coached the provin-
cial team and the Natal girls’ U-16 team. Relocating to Chatsworth was 
the ‘best thing’ in her life:

I love the people, the community astounds me, I love the support, the 
spirit and the passion! Chatsworth’s heart is the people and they love 
seeing us going far and they are ever so proud of any individual that 
makes a landmark or achieves something! I love that with such an under-
dog, a poor community to the rest of the people, but we make such good 
cricketers and we always play to compete and to win!

Wicketkeeper Trisha Chetty represented the U-19 Natal girls’ team for 
five successive years from the age of fourteen. She also played for the 
South African U-19 team, is captain of the KZN women’s team, and 
has represented the South African team since 2008. She has played in 
four World Cups and toured many parts of the world. Trisha was born 
in Chatsworth in 1988. She attended Truro Primary until Standard Four 
and then transferred to Ocean View Primary for a year. At both schools, 
Trisha captained the boys’ cricket teams. She has represented the Natal 
women’s provincial team since 2003/04.

Trisha started playing mini-cricket at the age of seven with the boys, 
having watched the game with her parents at a young age as South 
Africa re-entered international cricket. She also played cricket with 
her ‘brothers and uncles in the backyard, which made me stronger to 
compete with the boys. From the beginning my parents encouraged me 
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to play. They were very supportive, always at my games which actually 
pushed me to work harder to make them proud.’ Trisha has also quali-
fied as a level two coach. ‘Back then,’ she recalls, ‘cricket was all about 
having fun, all you did was rock up and have fun and showcase your 
skills. Now that I’ve reached the highest level in women’s cricket there’s 
no more just rocking up. Preparation is very important.’ Trish made the 
South African women’s team in 2007 and is the current vice captain. 
She was awarded the 2008/09 Female Cricketer of the Year award at the 
inaugural Cricket South Africa Awards, was nominated for Player of 
the Year in 2011/12, and was one of the KFC mini- cricket ambassadors 
in 2011 alongside Makhaya Ntini and A.B. de Villiers.

The future
A dedicated bunch of officials and players, including school officials and 
teachers, kept the game going during the apartheid era. Throughout 
these years, John Pillay’s name stands as a symbol of the sacrifice and 
personal resources that were expended to keep going. John Pillay’s bat 
has been passed on to those like Jason Sathiaseelan who, in the absence 
of resources from the state and sporting organisations, are doing 
sterling work to keep cricket alive in Chatsworth. Their contribution 
through the development program and the schools leagues in general in 
Chatsworth cannot be praised enough.

Many challenges remain. Cricket South Africa’s (CSA) ongoing 
boardroom dramas and the publication of the Nicholson Report in 
2012 indicated how, despite the growing coffers of the CSA, grassroots 

Chatsworth has two 
representatives in the South 
African women’s national cricket 
team: Dinesha Devnarain (left) 
and Trisha Chetty (right).
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cricket in the formerly black townships continues to be neglected. 
For people like Jason, their work would be greatly facilitated by CSA 
having a development programme that reached deeply into these areas 
that have long traditions of playing the game. Failure to do this will 
see the young talent developed in Chatsworth quickly siphoned off into 
already privileged schools, thus eroding the culture of cricketing excel-
lence in the township.
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Chapter 39

Kicking Back
Soccer in Chatsworth

Logan D. Naidoo

An astonishing void: official history ignores football.
 — Eduardo Galeano

Soccer has always been very popular amongst Indians. Photographs 
of clubs dating from the very first decade of the twentieth century 

attest to its organised form. Amongst the highlights of these early 
decades was a tour of India by a South African Indian team in 
1922 and a reciprocal visit by an Indian squad in 1934. The Sam 
China Tournament saw Indian teams competing at provincial level 
against each other until the 1970s. Thousands of Indians attended 
professional soccer matches at Curries Fountain from the 1960s to 
1970s, and a steady stream of outstanding players emerged from the 
community.

Below this level of professional soccer were vibrant amateur leagues. 
In all the main Indian areas of the city, from Clairwood to Cato Manor, 
neighbourhood clubs had dug deep roots. With the uprooting from 
these areas and the move to Chatsworth, new leagues had to be set up 
and grounds made playable. The experiences of an older generation 
were to prove invaluable as structures came into being and clubs with 
old names from a previous era did battle with clubs born under more 
recent circumstances.

The story of Chatsworth soccer is a remarkable one, as meetings at 
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work places and on verandahs and street corners saw the birth of a new 
soccer environment that persists into the present.

This article looks at some of those pioneering individuals and clubs.

Coming together
Those who arrived in Chatsworth in the early 1960s brought with them 
a tradition of sport. They were determined to continue this tradition 
but in the absence of organised structures in the new place continued to 
play in areas from which they had come. During 1964, a group of keen 
sportsmen got together to formalise the organisation of sports under 
different codes. According to one of the pioneering organisers, R.N. 
Barry, ‘administrators got the ball rolling at a meeting in a classroom, 
coming up with the framework for the Chatsworth Football Association 
(CFA)’. Subsequent meetings were held in the warehouse of Nagiah’s 
supermarket in Bayview and later at the Pelican Restaurant (Sunday 
Tribune Herald, 17 June 2012). M. Haniff was the first president of the 
CFA, with D.M. Shaik as vice president. Pioneer officials included Ford 
Naidoo, M. Dorrie, Ellery Langa, R.N. Barry, John Pillay, Muthu Pillay, 
Robert Naidoo, Shun Naidoo, R.C. Paul Naidoo and P. Somalingum.

Different districts in and around Chatsworth formed independent 
associations. For example, the Kharwastan Football Association was 
formed by a group of mainly teachers, such as Barney Padayachee, 

Soccer thrived in the township 
despite the poor facilities.
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M.V. Naicker, J.P. Naicker, C.R. Naidoo and S.S. Moodley. Early teams 
included Kharwastan Wanderers, Manchester Rovers, Midway, Robin 
Spurs, Singapore City, Township Dynamos, Moonlight Spurs, and 
Kanarians. (Interview, Mike Govender). A pattern that emerged in these 
early days was that when a team was dissatisfied with one association 
it found a new home at one of the other associations. The CFA catered 
for teams from the different units of Chatsworth. CFA and Kharwastan 
Football Association (KFA) had teams in both the senior and junior 
divisions. The senior division had a three-tier system which was known 
as Senior A, B and C. Teams started off in the C division and graduated 
up to the A division with promotion. Winners of the Senior A division 
were promoted into the Southern Natal Soccer Board leagues and the 
winners of the domestic K.O. Cup were allowed teams to play in the 
Natal Cup, which included teams from various parts of Natal.

Clubs and identities
Clubs formed in the early years were connected to places from where 
residents had come. Bluff Colts was established in 1961 and affil-
iated to CFA in 1966. Founded by Kunnah Moodley and Dickey 
Subramoney, most players were from the Bluff. The club was imme-
diately successful, winning the Senior League and Knock-out Cup in 
the first season. One of its finest players was Ellapen Perumal who 
represented Southern Natal in the Sam China Cup, while Chicken 
Veerasamy, Duravelloo Ellery and Shan Ellery represented CFA. Bluff 
Rangers, founded in 1936, joined CFA in 1968 when most players had 
moved to Chatsworth. Bluff Rangers produced some well-known play-
ers and administrators, the most famous being colourful politician, 
Amichand Rajbansi. Teddy Freddy also served the club and the CFA 
as president. Household names included Dharam Mohan, Diddly and 
Dodo Moodley and Siga Sylvester. Joey Chetty, Bala Chinsamy and 
Dodo Moodley played for the South African Indian XI. The club has 
a long list of achievements. One of the best games, however, was when 
Bluff Rangers lost to Saints in the Clover Cup in 1969. R.N. Barry 
described it as

a memorable match. In the pulsating final the score was locked at 3-3 at the 
end of extra time. But Saints talisman Gokul Pather fired two curling shots 
[referred to as ‘banana kicks’] directly into the net to clinch victory. That 
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was one of the most exciting games I ever saw in Chatsworth. It had the 
crowd on edge throughout (CSM Launch Magazine, 2 September 2011).

Residents from the Magazine Barracks also had a long tradition of 
football and formed several teams in Chatsworth. One of these was 
Buccaneers, which was established in 1957 by, among others, Siva 
Ganesh, ‘Popeye’ Kuppan and Boyce Ramsamy. Buccaneers affiliated to 
CFA in 1965 and won many trophies, including the prestigious Clover 
Cup. Aside from success on the field, the club was soundly administered 
and this is reflected in the fact that several members served on wider 
bodies. A.G. Kander served as the president of Silverglen and Districts 
Football Association (SADFA); Sunny Kuppusamy, who formerly played 
for Spartaks, served as president of CFA; and Coopa Pillay served as 
records clerk and president of SADFA. Spartak Dynamos was founded 
in 1955 by Sunny Kuppusamy, Whitey Perumal and Sewnarain Lall, 
who were all pupils at the Greyville School in Durban. Most players 
came from the Railway and Magazine Barracks. Dicky Govender was 
the club’s first chairman and Whitey Perumal the first manager. The 
Kuppusamy family provided a number of key players when Spartaks 
was a dominant force. Young Clydes was formed in 1965 by former 
residents from the Magazine Barracks who lived in an area called Clyde 
District. Founding members included John Govender, Joseph Mark, 
Jaya Puckree and Mannie Reddy. The club won many trophies and 
could have gone on to higher honours but instead became a feeder club 
to Dimes. Players such as Sonny Charles, Cakes Perumal, Julie Perumal 
and Nelson Subban progressed to higher honours (CSM Launch 
Magazine, 2 September 2011).

Arguably the most famous club connected to the Magazine 
Barracks was Dimes which was established in 1966 by Jerry Chetty, 
Sundras Henry Naidoo, Harry Pydee and Krishna Subramani, among 
others. Dimes was the acronym for the Durban Indian Municipal 
Employees Society (DIMES), whose workers were players of the club. 
One of the most famous personalities connected to the club was Sam 
Ramsamy who led the struggle for non-racial sport in South Africa 
during the 1970s and 80s and in the post-apartheid period was chair-
man of the South African Non-Racial Olympic Committee. Through 
the late 1960s and 70s, Dimes was a formidable team that won many 
competitions. One of its most notable achievements was winning 
the Clover Cup in 1968. Many players excelled. Logan Maduray, 
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Stanley Kanni, Shan Arumugam, ‘Chicken’ Veerasamy, Sewnarain 
Lall, Dennis Naidoo, Nanda Kuppan, Gonseel Arumugam and 
‘Hitler’ Kuppusamy represented Southern Natal at various times in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s. Vadi Naicker (president) and Jack 
Pillay (records clerk) provided administrative service and support for 
decades without remuneration.

Royals, founded in 1972, was, along with Dimes, Bluff Rangers and 
Real Rovers, amongst the best-known ‘exports’ from Chatsworth. 
Founding officials included Poobalan Chetty, Gavin and Neville 
Gabriel, Bana Govender, Thami Kallie, Alan Munsamy, George 
Munsamy, Ben Nagan, Sagie Nagan, Bill and Thiru Naidoo, Billy and 
David Rai, Beatle Sokai and others who were mainly from the Bluff area 
and settled in Havenside. Royals was a breakaway grouping from Bluff 
Rangers. According to one official, the determination to prove to their 
former club that they could ‘make it on their own’ provided a powerful 

A 1970s photo of Bluff Rangers 
at the Westcliff stadium. The 
ground was packed to capacity 
every weekend and matches were 
exciting and highly competitive.
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incentive to excel. Royals played in the domestic league from 1973 to 
1976 when they won the league and gained promotion into the Southern 
Natal Soccer Board (SNSB), once again proving successful, with the 
highlight being their winning of the Clover Cup in 1982. The club 
was eventually promoted to the national 3rd Division in 1990. Royals 
produced some outstanding players who went on to play in the profes-
sional leagues: Buddy Govender played for Leeds; Gona Govender for 
Tongaat Crusades; Bob Bux for Maritzburg; Robert Perumal for Jakes 
Autolot United; Thiru Singh for Newcastle Dynamos; Shah Khan for 
Manning Rangers; and the Pillay brothers, Sagie and Peter, for Berea 
(Interview, Peter Pillay).

Real Rovers was another team tied to a former place. The uniqueness 
of the club was that all its players came from the Zanzibari community, 
which had formerly lived on the Bluff and was settled in Bayview, very 
close to Chatsworth Secondary School. Real Rovers was a force to be 
reckoned with and won many trophies in the domestic league and held 
its own in Southern Natal competitions. A famous son of Chatsworth 
Secondary School and Real Rovers football club was Dees Abdul who 
went on to play professional football for Berea and African Wanderers 
in the Federation Professional League. He was also offered a contract 
with Kaiser Chiefs but injury put paid to this. Stanley and Jamali 
Mahommed were brothers who played professional football (Interview, 
Stanley Govender). It says something for the Real Rovers love of the 
game that they persisted in playing in Chatsworth, because they often 
had to endure racial abuse and the threat of violence from spectators 
and opponents, on account of the fact that they were Zanzibari (and 
often beat their opponents). At the same time, the club won over a lot 
of admirers outside the Zanzibari community because of the flair with 
which they played.

Once residents had established themselves in Chatsworth they also 
began to form clubs tied to local neighbourhoods in Chatsworth. 
Chatsworth Rangers was a typical district team, having been formed in 
1967 by young people living at the top end of Pelican Drive (now Lenny 
Naidu Drive) in Bayview, who played street football. Danny Govender, 
Daya Govender, Dhanraj (Parry) Govender, Kenny Govender, Andrew 
Moodley, Mahadavan Moodley and Stanley Naidoo were founding 
members who guided the club to the senior leagues by the 1980s. The 
club played a developmental role as its best players usually went on to 
serve clubs in the higher leagues. For example, Dhanraj Govender, a 
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central defender, played for Bluff Rangers and also captained Merebank 
in inter-district competition; Biggs Chetty played for professional team 
Maritzburg; Dan Govender represented Southern Natal in the Sam 
China Cup; and Malan Maistry played for CFA (Interview, Stanley 
Govender).

Saints was formed in 1965 by a group of friends, Yegan Douglas, 
Daya Naidoo, Raju Naidoo, Gokul Pather, Reggie Daniels and Daya 
Govender, who were also from the Bayview area. Raju, addressed as 
‘Coach’, was manager from 1966 to 1980 when the club won many 
trophies – League Cup, Charity Cup and Pine Mohammed Cup. It also 
won the Clover Cup twice. The 1969 5-3 Clover Cup win over much-fan-
cied Bluff Rangers stands out in the memories of players and officials 
of the club. ‘On that occasion included in the Saints side that claimed 
the title courtesy of a hat-trick from Gokul Pather were Albert Peters, 
George Marie, Dickie Mariemuthoo, Paya Moonsamy and Daya Pillay 
who beat the formidable Rangers side in the final played at a burst-
ing-at-the-seams Westcliff Stadium,’ Mervyn Naidoo recalled in Post 

Chatsworth players and officials 
dominated the Southern Natal 
Indian squad that won the 1969 
Sam China Trophy.  
Top row (left to right): Victor 
Perumal, Daya Govender, Albert 
Peters, Dorrie Reddy, Willie 
Kuppen, Mohammed Musthan. 
Middle row (left to right):  
M.S. Ford, George Marie, Sam 
Kuppen, Dodo Moodley, Daddy 
Moodley, K. Pillay, Lock Konar, 
Dino Naidoo, Robert Naidoo. 
Seated (left to right): M. Haniff, 
S.A. Abdool, D.M. Shaikh, Joey 
Chetty, Kondiah Somalingam, 
Gonna Moopnaar, K.R. Govender. 
Front row (left to right): Dickie 
Mariemuthoo, Gokul Pather 
(photo: Mervyn Naidoo).
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(18 January 2009). Saints was noted for its ‘carpet’ football and sound 
administration.

Clayton City is another example of an ‘indigenous’ club. It was 
established in 1965 by a group of friends who attended Chatsworth 
High. The first chairman was N.R. Reddy and Krish Chetty was first 
secretary of the club. Arena Park was a district-based team with the 
majority of players and officials coming from the area around Arena 
Park. The club was established in 1968 by H.G. Govender, Logan 
Moodley, Anthony Pillay, Peter Moonieyan, Kassie Naidoo and 
Peter Naidoo serving as officials of the club. Tony Naidoo and Gona 
Moopanar represented CFA, Southern Natal and the SA Indian XI; 
while Eddie Govender, Siva Govender and Manny Pooniah played 
for the SAFA Chatsworth and Southern Natal teams. Arena Park 
was a young side and had a huge following that consisted of family 
and friends who accompanied them everywhere they played, in the 
absence of meaningful alternative entertainment. As Jagnath remem-
bers, ‘there was great interest in soccer amongst the youth and senior 
alike. It was our life then. Not like now, when we have TV and things’. 
Groundsfield was formed by students from Witteklip Secondary in 
the late 1970s. In 1983 the club won the Super League undefeated, 
the FM K.O. Cup, and the Champions of Champions. One of its 
best-known players was Ivan Selvanathan who played for professional 
club, Manning Rangers. Super Lads was formed in 1971 by friends 
from Witterklip High who ‘hung out’ at a supermarket in Unit 5, with 
Tiny Kisten as chairman, Johnny Appana as secretary and treasurer, 
Ronnie Naidoo as manager, and Cyril Gengan as captain and trainer. 
Tiny Kistan served on the executive of SAFA Chatsworth for many 
years, and was executive member of SAFA Ethekwini in 2009. SAFA 
Chatsworth conferred upon him Honorary President status in 2010. 
Currently he serves on the Management Committee of Chatsworth 
Masters.

Kingston had its origins in the Asherville Football Association 
in 1974. Founding members included the Reddy brothers, Sunny 
and Rama, who had the distinction of being president of Southern 
Natal Soccer Board. With most players moving to the Westcliff area 
in Chatsworth, in 1975 they affiliated to the CFA. That year the club 
won the Clover Cup which was played under the auspices of SNSB. In 
1979, the club moved over to the neighbouring Kharwastan Football 
Association (KFA) due to differences with the CFA, according to 
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Morgan Reddy who captained the club with distinction from 1978 
to 1984. Kingston reached the SNSB Clover Cup finals in 1980 
(Interview, Morgan Reddy). Some teams were named after historical 
events or companies for which they worked. Apollo was named after 
the American Spaceship while Argus Power was a club of Daily News 
vendors (Interview, Mike Govender).

All the President’s Men
R.N. Barry, one of the few surviving founding members of the CFA, has 
served in various capacities in multiple sporting organisations. Officials 
like him made great sacrifices to establish the game:

Officials put in great effort over the years, sacrificed their hard cash, 
depriving their families to ensure that the clubs survived … Officials of 
clubs volunteered to carry the kits and bags of oranges. Wives of manag-
ers washed the kits, and supporters came in week in and week out to add 
colour and glamour’ (Editorial, CSM Launch Magazine, 2 September 
2011)

Due to the lack of sponsorship officials faced a daunting task in ensur-
ing that the fields were in proper state for play. Some personally carried 
lime and other equipment to mark the fields (Sunday Tribune Herald, 
17 June 2012). Some CFA officials went on to serve not only the local 
football association but provincial and national associations as well. 
Long-serving officials include the Govender brothers, Tiger and Harry, 
who played for Sons of India and served the CFA from inception to 
unification; M.S. Ford Naidoo, who played for Stella and Crimson, 
distinguishing himself in the boardroom as well; Tiger Govender, a 
former player of Sons of India, who was a member of the Chatsworth 
Sports Ground Association, president of CFA, and also served on SNSB 
and Southern Natal and KwaZulu Soccer Board (SONAKWAZSBO); 
Gregory Adams, who distinguished himself as a player with Kingston, 
Arena Park and Spartak, became president of CFA, and served 
SONAKWAZSBO and SAFA Southern Natal; and Sunny Kuppusamy, 
who served in many administrative roles and was bestowed with the 
Honorary Life Vice President status by SAFA Chatsworth for this 
service (CSM Launch Magazine, 2 September 2011).

The untiring efforts of these pioneers remain largely unheralded.
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The Pillay brothers

The Pillay family of three brothers, two sisters and their 
parents was one of many families that Group Areas 
forced out of their Bluff homes in 1965. Sagie, Roy and 
Peter (Gopaul) have fond memories of life on the Bluff. 
The family settled in Havenside. One of the great losses 
of the move was access to the sea as the family relied on 
fishing. Havenside soon became home, though, and the 
boys, as Peter recalls, ‘together with other youngsters in 
our area, used to indulge in games of soccer on the street 
or any piece of vacant land. Once, we cleared up land and 
made it our “home” ground. We enjoyed countless games 
of soccer until more development took place.’ Being pas-
sionate about soccer, the boys went wherever matches 
were being played to watch their favourite team, Bluff 
Rangers. Once, Peter recalls, there was a problem with a 
rival team and when they passed by the flats in Westcliff 
on the back of a family fishing truck they ‘were pelted 
with objects from the Westcliff flats in the area that we 
were passing.’ All the brothers represented their school 
teams and, naturally, joined the Bluff Rangers C team. 
Teammates included ‘friends who we had grown up with’.

In one of the cup competitions, the C team was drawn 
against the Bluff Rangers senior team. ‘Against all odds,’ 
Peter remembers, ‘we beat our senior team. Unfortu-
nately, the joy of this victory was short-lived because 
the senior team appealed the result of the match on the 
grounds that the referee had incorrectly applied the rules 
of the penalty shoot-out.’ The senior team, represented 
by Amichand Rajbansi, won the appeal and the fiercely 
contested rematch was played 1-0 at a neutral venue in 
Isipingo. The match was marred by ‘many stoppages for 
bust-ups between the players and opposing sets of sup-
porters’. This was followed by intimidation on all sides. For 
example, Peter recalls with a smile, ‘officials used to walk 

around with glittering bush knives and whenever they 
encountered someone from the opposition camp, they 
used to scrape the bush knife, denoting that they were 
getting ready for action’. Justice was served, the juniors 
felt, as the senior Bluff Rangers team met Kaiser Chiefs lat-
er in the competition and lost 12-1.

Peter, his brothers, and several teammates left to form 
their own club. One of the players had a brother working 
at Royal Dairies, who agreed to sponsor the kit. The club 
was thus called Royals Football Club. Royals was quickly 
promoted to the Senior A division. However, due to the 
lingering rivalry between Royals and Bluff Rangers, Royals 
decided to move to the neighbouring Kharwastan Foot-
ball Association. Peter observes that ‘matches between 
Bluff Rangers and Royals were too intense and often led 
to spectators fighting and football suffering’. The rivalry 
included a range of accusations against the opposing 
side to get people and supporters ‘worked up’. According 
to Anton Marie, an ardent supporter of Bluff Rangers, ‘we 
still believe now, almost 30 years later, that when Royals 
lost to Bluff Rangers, Royals sabotaged the breyani that 
was made for the supporters of Bluff Rangers, by pouring 
paraffin into the pots. Anton’s father, Ruthnum ‘Fireman’ 
Mariemuthoo, was, incidentally, a founding member of 
Bluff Rangers, while Ruthnum’s father, Mariemuthoo Pa-
davatan was one of the heroes of the 1917 Umgeni floods 
when he helped rescue a number of people.

The boast by Bluff Rangers’ officials was that the sup-
porters were given an even tastier meal because the brey-
ani was replaced with 20 barrels of Kentucky Fried Chick-
en. The rivalry did not only involve Bluff Rangers. There 
were four teams from Havenside participating in the 
same Premier League: Bluff Rangers, Creedence, Haven-
side and Royals. The competition, as Peter points out, was 
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‘intense. The whole district got involved. Whenever these 
teams played the Chatsworth 3B stadium was packed. I 
think more people watched matches in the 3B stadium 
than professional soccer at Curries Fountain.’

Royals won all the competitions in the Kharwastan 
league and was promoted to Division 3 in the South-
ern Natal Grand Challenge and thereafter to the Premier 
League. The coach was Ian Lowry, a Scotsman. Peter be-
lieves that they benefited greatly from him and the fact 
that he brought in former professional players who had 
just finished their careers with teams like Durban City and 
Durban United. The experience of players like Jim Scott 
and Ron McKinnon benefited the younger players. Royals 
was one of the few clubs to have reached four Clover Cup 
finals, winning twice.

The year 1979 was a great one for Peter and Sagie Pillay 
who became professional players with the famous Berea. 
They were reluctant to leave Royals but Berea manager, 
the larger than life Don Mudaly, who was the brother-in-
law of Royals’ chairman David Rai, convinced them to join 
the club. Peter played in the professional ranks for two 
years before an injury forced him to quit pro football. At 
the time of the injury, he was the Federation Profession-
al League’s leading goal scorer. Sagie was outstanding 
in the pro ranks, and eventually took over the captaincy 
of Berea. Berea was a leading team at the time with the 
‘terrible twins’ from Cape Town, Keith America and Calvin 
Petersen, playing for them.

After his injury Peter decided to coach Royals and the 
club won promotion to the National Soccer League’s 
(NSL) 3rd Division. Peter was ably assisted by another 
former great of the professional team Manning Rangers, 
Sugar Singh. Other former professionals who returned 
to Royals included Sagie, Abdul Haq, Devan Pillay and 

Pravesh Mothiram. Unfortunately for Royals, as these 
senior players’ careers came to an end, few young players 
came through to replace them in the highly competitive 
NSL. This, together with limited financial resources and 
corrupt officials, proved too much for the management 
and Royals eventually folded. The old players instead 
opened a team in the over-35 leagues.

 The Pillay brothers saw football as a form of discipline 
and a means to stay away from various temptations in the 
community. This, they felt, helped them make a success 
of their lives. Roy and Sagie are successful businessmen 
and Peter a distinguished educator. According to Peter, 
life in Chatsworth ‘instilled in us a sense of discipline and 
responsibility. The challenges we faced did not break us 
but instead built us into what we are.’ Peter taught for 
twenty years at Crossmead Primary and is now the princi-
pal of Glen Heights Primary. He remains passionate about 
sport and is involved in various sporting structures. He 
currently serves as the chairman of the Westcliff Sports 
Council and is on the executive of the Chatsworth and 
District Schools Sports Association. He also coordinated 
and chaired the Bakers mini-cricket programme for twen-
ty years with the assistance of many teachers in the area 
who share a similar commitment. He still finds time to 
watch sport, especially the games of his son Myren, who 
plays for Chatsworth United Cricket Club.
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All in the name of soccer
In its editorial, the Chatsworth Soccer Masters brochure recalled the 
excitement that soccer brought to the community:

Soccer was so exciting, standard extremely high and the skills of the senior 
players were the talk at school on Monday mornings … The nostalgia had 
my eyes welling up with tears, because the difficulties I faced were simi-
lar to the rest of the players, youngsters and seniors alike … who needed 
an excuse to forget their shortcomings, needs, helplessness … and play 
the beautiful game that leveled the playing field. Some players were privi-
leged, coming from the more affluent areas unlike Unit 3 and Unit 5, but 
on the field we were all equal, the ground being the ‘leveler’ (CSM Launch 
Magazine, 2 September 2011).

According to another former player, Mike Govender, soccer was the 
main form of entertainment in the community and on weekends 
became their ‘indulgence. The five kilometres walk from our home in 
Kharwastan to Westcliff was a small sacrifice for our free day of enter-
tainment.’ Matches took place on four fields at the Westcliff Stadium, 
while food vendors sold channa (a spicy chickpea dish) and nuts and 
there were tents where card games and gambling took place, while 
music played loudly from all directions. Govender recalls that the 
ground ‘was packed to capacity. The atmosphere was electric, the noise 
was deafening. At the end of the day we were entertained by the high 
quality of the match.’ According to Vis Muruvan, matches at Westcliff 
Stadium were ‘a family affair that provided entertainment for the whole 
day’. The place was ‘buzzing’ with the number of spectators packed 
into the ground. Often, as spectators sitting in the main stand, he and 
his team players bonded together. Socialisation among club members 
included going out together with the team on trips to Park Rynie and 
other favourite ‘Indian’ spots.

Mike Govender remembers one individual in particular: ‘We had 
a favourite referee, Fireworks Mohammed, who was action packed. 
He gave his decisions while kneeling on one knee and pointing to 
the place of offence on the field. We looked forward to seeing him 
officiate. There was great rivalry between clubs and the families who 
owned some of the teams. It made it that much more interesting for 
the spectator and fans. The Dimes/Bluff Rangers matches were the 
biggest local attractions, while games involving Saints, Buccaneers, 
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Real Rovers, Royals, and Clydes were also crowd pullers’. But as Mike 
Govender points out, the most intense rivalries were between teams 
from Chatsworth and those from elsewhere such as Young Springboks 
from Mount Edgecombe and Young Aces from Durban, when they 
played in the Clover Cup. Then, local rivalries were forgotten as every-
one rooted for the township team.

The future
The formative decades of football in Chatsworth are regarded by 
many ‘oldtimers’ as a ‘golden era’ in the game’s history in the town-
ship. According to one report, this was a period when teams like Bluff 
Rangers, Dimes, Royals, and Saints ‘brought Chatsworth to a stand-
still’, a period when players and administrators ‘spared little in their 
commitment to the game’ (Sunday Tribune Herald, 27 July 2008). 
Oldtimers looking back nostalgically on the past are saddened by the 
fact that a community that once produced so many gifted players can 
no longer produce players good enough for the professional ranks, at a 
time when the opportunities locally, nationally and globally are limit-
less. Everyone has their own theory – technology, drugs, lack of oppor-
tunities at school, and so on. The fact that a professional team like 
Manning Rangers, the ‘Mighty Maulers’ as they were known, failed to 
muster enough support in this township of hundreds of thousands in 
the 1990s was probably the clearest sign of the sport’s decline. A strong 
professional team could have inspired younger people to take up the 
game seriously. But that has not happened.

Former players and administrators are concerned. In order to 
give something back to the game, the Chatsworth Soccer Masters 
(CSM) was launched on 24 August 2008 at the Sol Namara Hotel in 
Chatsworth, with then MEC for Sport and Recreation, Amichand 
Rajbansi, and the vice president of South African Football Association, 
M. Mubarak, as guests (Rising Sun, 21 August 2008). CSM wants to 
acknowledge the role of those who had contributed to the game in 
Chatsworth in particular, spark interest in the game once again, and 
find ways to put something back into the community. CSM hopes to 
establish a Trust Fund to render support to needy players and officials 
and their families (Editorial, CSM Launch Magazine, 2 September 
2011). With the wealth of experience of both players and administra-
tors – those like the Reverend Nathan Sigamoney, Gregory Adams, 
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Daya Govender, Rocky Munsamy, Kay Murugas, Pastor Eddie Myles 
and Vincent Subramani – CSM is confident of being able to deliver 
on its vision.

It remains to be seen whether they are right and the ‘people’s game’ 
will be rekindled in the township.
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Chapter 40

Giorgos is a Charo
Ode to a Team Gone but Not Forgotten

Evangelos Mantzaris

The instruction of the UDW Rector in 1983 was that the Sociology 
Department must uncover new knowledge regarding the Indian 

community, which was, according to him, ‘un-researched’. This was 
how my love affair with Chatsworth started and, it seems, will never 
end. This is a story that names some places and people, while others 
remain anonymous; but anyway, the anonymous are often those who 
shape and make history.

* * *

Parking outside the ‘Temple of Soccer’, Chatsworth Stadium. Skipped 
graf early for a dop. Myself, Monty, Karam, Brownie, Dees and another 
laaitie who came from nowhere, un-announced and un-wanted. He 
smokes zol, but he also demands VICEROY. He demands to know why 
we dop MAINSTAY and smoke CONSULATE. The boys are fighting 
over who is the best, Simon Makhubela or Kerry Jordan. The ballie 
dopping cheap vodka next to us puts his right hand up. He asks his 
chommies to be excused and pulls in. He looks around and his eyes 
stop on mine: ‘Bru’ he mutters slowly ‘you look a serious ou, what are 
you doing with these mindless laaities?’ He turns around to the boys: 
‘Laaities, the ballie never chooned you that there is no player bigger than 
the team, right? Simon is good, Kerry is good, but the team is above 
them, laaities. You see this is the problem with you laaities, you park 
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outside the Stadium fighting over nonsense, you check, Kerry and Simon 
will be forgotten in ten years, but Manning Rangers will never die.

Brus, when G.R. Naidoo established the team in 1928 no one took 
notice, not even his vrou. Now the whole country knows and talks 
about us. When in 1965 we joined the South African Soccer League, 
we packed the Curries Fountain to the full. You check, no one bothered 
to write this history, no Ronnie Govenders, no Rajendra Chettys, no 
other mother bothered to write about the legends, you check? Now you 
laaities choon about individual players. When Rangers won the Osman 
Spice Works Cup in 1985 the whole country took notice, Rangers was 
a brand, you check, then there was more celebrations in the FPL in 
1979 and 1989, were you there, laaities? When Rangers won the Coca-
Shield in 1977 you laaities were still playing with yourselves. Now, you 
choon me, who will remember Mark Davies in 20-years’ time or Solo 
Nzimande, brus? These are legends of today like Innocent Chikoya.

Now the mothers who know it all closed down the Temple of Soccer, 
and anti-racism, and the Curries, and moved us to Chazzies. Lekker 
I say, it’s closer and now what we have, brus? Twenty-two wins and 
only six defeats. Tonight the boys will klaar the ous and tomorrow 
the Maulers will be on Page One, laaities, the first champions of the 
Premier Soccer League of South Africa.’

He passes out, while his friends shake their heads. ‘Don’t worry, 
laarnie, it happens every night. He’ll come right.’ They go back to the 
car boot for ‘refreshments’.

Rangers drew capacity crowds to 
Chatsworth Stadium in the year 
that they won the league.
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Karam takes out the MAINSTAY and scientifically pours it into the 
2-litre Coke bottle. He shakes it. The VICEROY goes into the second 
Coke, shaken and stirred. We walk towards Gate 2, trying to walk 
straight. The tall one hides the sticks in his underpants. He is the most 
wired but looks calm, cool and collected. We are searched thoroughly 
as we are among the first to pull in. We move south-east, get mal: our 
usual place is taken. Four ous from Unit 6, next to Raj’s place, park-
ing off and having a skyf. They look at us with envy as they check the 
2-litres. I look at Monty and he shakes his head. We check the ous have 
nothing to complement the herb. They’ll start begging for dops. We 
move to the other side where the doppers park. These zol ous are like 
anarchists, they will ask to share your stuff but they’ll keep their zol to 
themselves. We are welcomed by the mix of smokers, doppers and both.

Wearing their Rangers colourful shirts, preference No 9: Giorgos 
Koumantarakis, born in Athens, Greece, 6 feet 5 inches tall, handsome 
for such a tall ou. We are greeted with ululation as we are well known 
as outies by most, but not all, the ous. They smaak me stuks because 
I am Greek, and plus the only wit ou in the stands. They have asked 
me many times if Giorgos is my chommie. I tell them I haven’t been to 
Greek Church for years and the only place of worship I hang around 
is the Temple of Understanding in Chazzies for veg breyani. I only go 
there sober, out of respect. Giorgos, I tell them, has the reputation of 
being a very religious young man. They believe me, because he makes 
the sign of the cross when he scores. I think Lionel Messi watched some 
of Manning Rangers 1997 SABC tapes at the Barca Academies, because 
he imitates the tall ou when he points to the skies.

The okes pull in fast now, families with kids and picnic baskets full 
of mutton curry, breyani, trotters and beans, and usu. The non-racial 
ous from Lamontville unpack the golden tobacco, MAINSTAY and 
lemonade. The fishermen from Moorton unpack the sardines for the 
braai. The outies from Bayview unpack the Black Labels. People mix 
and exchange, in that order. In this Stadium’s culture, sharing is king 
on a bad night or a good one. Sharing is a psychological thing that 
has no class or colour. Nkosinathi, the sangoma from Ntuli Street in 
Lamontville, who provides Solomuzi (Solo) Nzimande, our No. 11, 
with umuthi, does his things behind the bench, moves towards both 
goalposts and throws the Holy Water. He ensures that the water touches 
the targets and returns to the fishermen. He likes sardines sprayed with 
hot chilli sauce, the cheap one.
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By the time the team enters to salute the supporters there is this 
deep feeling of exuberance among the crowd that is transformed into a 
cacophonous ululation that does not only reach the uncles and aunties 
at the Aryan Benevolent Home. It reaches the starless skies. The play-
ers throw garlands and the fight for possession is won by the burly ous. 
Ahmed from Montford passes his to the young girl next to him, his 
grand-daughter. She puts it around her neck.

As the game begins, the feeling of victory begins. Me, all my life I 
supported losers, although I knew well that History is written by the 
victors. Tonight I take my revenge on History, but I feel a sense of disap-
pointment. It’s a strange feeling … alienating. However, there is no time 
for thoughts. The boys teach them another soccer lesson and coach 
Gordon Igesund, immaculately dressed as always with his olive-painted 
suit and blue and yellow tie raises the Champions Cup. The outies wait 
to jump onto the field. Then the unexpected happens: the tall Greek 
boy with the wavy hair and funny jaw runs slowly towards the stands, 
jumps over the fence, and throws his huge body into the crowd, like Jim 
Morrison of The Doors and Bon Jovi. The outies touch him all over 
his body, kiss him and don’t let him go. He understands. It’s not his 
night. It is the night of the team and the 20 000 frenetic people from all 
walks of life – hawkers, unemployed, bricklayers, teachers, attorneys, 
hustlers, laarnies … the works.

Chatsworth Stadium, the reincarnation of Curries Fountain. The 
Palace of Dreams.

Today, it’s only one-third full at politicians’ funerals, Rajbansi’s 

left: Champs: Manning Rangers, 
1996/97. 

right: Rangers’ manager Afzal 
Khan (right) and coach Gordon 
Igesund proudly hold up the 
trophy. 
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Rise and fall of the Mighty

Manning Rangers was established in 1928 by G.R. Naidoo, 
who was the team’s goalie, coach and manager. The club 
entered the professional ranks under the auspices of the 
South African Soccer League in 1965 and played profes-
sionally in the non-racial Federation Professional League 
(FPL) in the 1970s, winning the Coca-Cola Shield in 1977 
and FPL Knockout Winners Cup in 1989. Rangers’ rivalry 
with local team Berea was legendary and great players of 
that era included centre-half Sugar Singh, goalkeeper Mike 
Moodley, and midfielder Deena Naidoo. As Indians relo-
cated to Chatsworth and Phoenix, attendance at Curries 
Fountain declined and the club decided to take the game 
‘to the people’ by moving its base to Chatsworth in 1985. 
The iconic Chatsworth Stadium was built in the 1980s, 
more than two decades after the first residents moved 
into the township and following years of concerted effort 
by civic leaders. Large crowds packed the stadium every 
weekend to watch their favourites. The ‘Mighty Maulers’, as 
the team was known, did not disappoint locals. The team 
played an attractive brand of soccer and endeared itself by 
winning the Osmans Spice Works Cup in 1985 and the FPL 
Knockout Winners Cup in 1989. Following the creation of 
a new national soccer league, the Mighty Maulers joined 

the 1st Division of the National Soccer League in 1991 and 
enjoyed great success in the 1996/97 inaugural season of 
the Premier Soccer League (PSL), an eighteen-team league 
that sought to establish top-flight professional football 
in South Africa. This relatively unheralded team, under 
the managership of present Bafana Bafana coach, Gor-
don Igesund, shocked the soccer fraternity by finishing at 
the top of the log and winning the League title ahead of 
household names such as Kaizer Chiefs, Mamelodi Sun-
downs and Orlando Pirates. The Maulers record that season 
read: played 34, won 23, lost 6, drew 5 for a final total of 
74 points. Second-placed Kaizer Chiefs had 66 points. The 
team was made up of relative unknowns, such as defender 
Bradley Muir, midfielder Clinton Larsen, and striker George 
Koumantarakis, who went on to play for Bafana Bafana 
and achieve national fame. The club played well for several 
more seasons and represented South Africa in the African 
Champions Cup in 1998/99, losing to eventual winners 
ASEC Abidjan of Côte d’Ivoire. In 2006, as crowds dwindled, 
the club declared bankruptcy and was sold to Cape Town-
based owners. As big a story as the demise of the Mighty 
Maulers, is the failure of a ground like Chatsworth Stadium 
to be the hub of community life in the township.

150-years Indian commemorations, and the 1 200 Lamontville Golden 
Arrows supporters expecting a draw. Karam, Brownie, Monty, Dees 
and the boys are struggling to make a living, paying for mistakes not 
their own. Like most of us.

In the meantime, Giorgos still shows his now famous jumping-the-
fence heroics to his three kids in Westville, eating moussaka and drink-
ing ouzo. He is a Chatsworth legend. Last time I heard his name was at 
the ROBIN HOOD in the mid-2000s. Memories never die. Especially 
in Chatsworth.
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Glossary

Askaris Black struggle activists who changed sides and 
joined the apartheid government’s security 
forces.

Aum Namasivaya Popular Hindu mantra for Lord Shiva chanted 
by millions of devotees daily. A simplified 
meaning is, ‘I bow to Shiva’ or ‘Salutation to 
Shiva’.

Babelaas Hangover.

Ballie Old man/father.

Bhai Brother; also term of respect for any male.

Biryani/breyani Spicy Indian dish made with meat or lentils.

Blackjacks Police attached to local authorities, used to 
enforce pass laws and conduct raids on illegal 
shebeens.

Braai Barbecue.

Breyani See Biryani.

Bru Brother.

Bruin ou Coloured man.

Call-card games A card game where one player deals and 
the other ‘calls’ a card. The cards are dealt 
alternately until the called card appears. 
Whoever gets it wins.

Charo/charou Indian guy.

Casspir Armoured vehicle used by police.

Chommies Mates.

Choon Talk/request a favour.
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Cross the border Go into exile.

Dagga South African cannabis.

Dahl Dholl (lentil soup).

Dhania Coriander.

Dik bra Close friend.

Domestic Domestic assistant or housekeeper.

Dompas Derogatory term for the ‘pass’ or black 
identity book; literally, ‘dumb pass’.

Dop Drink (usually liquor).

Flatted area Areas of Chatsworth containing muncipla 
flats.

Gazi Brother close friend.

Ghee Clarified butter, used in Indian cooking.

Girrick Bottle neck used for smoking dagga/Mandrax.

Gogo Granny or old person.

Graf Work.

Gulgulla Sweetmeat shaped like a mini doughnut.

House of Delegates The Indian tier of the segregated Tricameral 
Parliament. (See Tricameral Parliament.)

Impimpi Traitor.

Inkatha The Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), main rival 
to the ANC in the 1980s and 90s.

Kavadi Dance performed by devotees during the 
ceremonial worship of Lord Murugan. The 
kavadi itself is a physical burden taken on by 
devotees, through which they implore for help 
from the deity, Murugan.

Klaar Finished; in this context, ‘finish them off/beat 
them’.

Laanie/lahnee ‘Bigshot’ one’s employer; rich person.

Laaitie/lightee Kid, young person.

Lahnee See Laanie.

Lekker Nice, good.

Lightee See Laaitie.

Madhab School of Islamic law, differentiated by minor 
practice variations into Mailiki, Hanafi, Shafii 
and Hanbali, among others.

Mal  Mad, angry.
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Masjid/musjid Place of worship used by Muslims for their 
five daily prayers.

Mealie Maize.

Moorkoo, samoosa, Traditional Indian snacks.
bhagia 

Muharram First month of Islamic calendar, a sacred time.

Murthi Sacred images/statues of the deities.

Muruga Hindu god of war and victory, worshipped 
primarily in areas with strong Tamil influence.

Nadhaswaram/ Popular classical instrument of Tamil Nadu,
Nageswaram South India.

Nalengu Pre-nuptial ceremony performed separately at 
the bride’s and groom’s homes.

Oke/ou A man.

Outie A ‘real’ Indian, one of the in-group.

PAGAD Originally a 1990s Cape Flats vigilante group, 
People Against Gangsterism and Drugs.

Peckie A black man (derogatory connotations).

Rack rent Extorting an excessive rent for a property.

RDP houses Generally inferior government housing built 
as part of the national Reconstruction and 
Development Program (RDP) initiatives in the 
post- apartheid period.

Republic Day Commemorates 31 May 1961 the day the 
South African Union withdrew from the 
Commonwealth to become the Republic of 
South Africa.

Saivism/Shaivism A form of Hinduism that revers the god Shiva 
as the Supreme Being.

Sangoma Traditional healer.

Security Branch A special section of the South African Police 
given wide powers to track down and detain 
suspected activists and opponents of the 
apartheid regime.

Shebeen Drinking den.

Soweto Rebellion Refers to the 16 June 1976 uprising sparked by 
a protest of school children in Soweto.

Sirdar Overseers employed on plantations and in 
muncipalities to control Indian labour.

Sjambok Whip made of animal hide.
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Skyf Cigarette.

Spaza Informal shop.

Smaak me stuks Love/like me a lot.

Stand taps Communal taps from which residents draw 
water.

Takkies Tennis shoes/sneakers.

Tokoloshe A much-feared figure in Zulu mythology.

Toyi-toyi A ‘struggle’ dance step performed at mass 
marches or protests.

Tricameral Parliament Three-tiered parliament established in 1983 
to give separate representation to whites, 
Indians and Coloureds, while excluding blacks 
altogether.

Tsotsi-taal Gangster-speak.

Truth and Reconciliation A restorative justice body set up by the
Commission (TRC) government of national unity in 1995 to 

help South Africans come to terms with the 
brutality of the past.

Umkhonto we Sizwe Military wing of the ANC.

Umuthi Traditional medicine.

Usu An African dish made with offal.

Vade/vadeh/vadde Fried, circular Indian savoury snack prepared 
from lentils, onions, chillies, curry leaves and 
salt.

Vedic Hindusim Based on the Vedas, the most 
ancient Hindu religious texts.

Voortrekker A group of Dutch-speaking settlers in the 1800s 
who, disenchanted with the English rule of the 
Cape Colony, trekked into the interior with 
ox-drawn wagons.

Vrou Wife, woman.

Wit ou White guy.

Zionist Christian An indigenous African church that blends
Church traditional belief with Christianity, 

particularly popular in KwaZulu-Natal.

Zol A cigarette containing dagga.
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