
Crossroads—a history 
The Cape Western Region of the Black Sash has been deeply involved in 

all the events and legal appeals detailed in this article. 

Y ^ U are a man who works in Cape Town. 
You were born here, have lived here nil, or 

most of your life. You look for a house to live 
near where you work. The waiting list is long, 
but you are hopeful. 

Why are there* so few houses for African fami
lies? 

You learn that since I960 there has been a 
'freeze*' on such housing, tha t in the last two 

years not a single additional unit has been built. 
So where are you to go with your wife and chil
dren? You cannot live in the bachelor quarters 
for ever, what is the point of being married 
then? 

Rut you understand that a Government minister 
has described them, your dependents, as "super
fluous appendages" and that you can be arrested 
for "illegally harbouring" your own family. 

Some officials speak of Crossroads, and yev 

find other people in the same position as you 
who can only be together heve among the sand* 
dunes, in tiny shacks which they themselves must 
build. 

You, and hundreds like you are now living at 
Crossroads. In each household there is someone 
who has a job in Cape Town, employees of some 
of Cape Town's most respected firms, 
• I t hasn't been easy. You have been waiting long 
months in fear and uncertainty, since February 
li»75 in fact, when the community of Crossroads 
first came into existence. 

You have seen the lorries and crowbars as 
they moved in to flatten the houses, the demolition 
gangs from the Council with chains. 

You have stood by watching in the rain as your 
friends were arrested. You have seen their wives 
taken away in trucks, to be put on trains and 
repatr iated to the "homelands". 

Then, one day, after a year of arrests, evictions 
and demolitions, there is a notice which is put 
up at Crossroads. The Divisional Council is wor
ried about a possible "health hazard to the squat
ters and other people in Cape Town", 

Who is this Council? Who are these "inspec-
jtors" who have been coming to Crossroads and 
worrying the people? What is this Board that can 
come and arrest your wife and children? 

I t is now May 19, 1976, and Crossroads is over 
a year old. 

From the beginning, it was the Bantu Affairs 
Board who dominated life at Crossroads. Within 
a month of people settling there (allegedly on 

advice from Divisional Council officials) they had 
issued eviction notices to all the residents and 
a t the same time installed water points in the 
camp. 

At this point Brig, Van der Westhuizen, the 
Board's chairman, claimed that "the land is the 
property of the Board and the squatters have no 
right or permission to occupy this land". 

The response of the squatters w a s : "We have 
nowhere else to go". 

Another member of the Board, Mr A. Mac-
Lachlan (Chief Director) admitted that only the 
owner of the land or a local authority had the 
power to remove squatters, that the Board did 
not "clean up squatters* camps when they were 
situated on land that did not belong to the 
Board". 

With these assurances, the Board continued 
to act on the assumption that it in fact owned the 
land until challenged by the Supreme Court. This 
was in February of this year. Four months 
later, on June 2, Mr Cruywagen (Dep. Min. 
BAD) was asked whether the Board had acquired 
the property. He replied: "No. The BAAD has 
not as yet come to an agreement with the 
o w n e r . , . " 

The following events took place apparently be
fore anyone knew that the Board did not own the 
land. 

From May 1S76 onwards, mass arrests began. 
Within a month hundreds of people were ovdered 
back to the "homelands", and the Board began 
demolishing houses. 

Then, on June 29, 1975, the Supreme Court 
issued an urgent interdict restraining the Board 
from evicting and demolishing without court 
orders. 

A spokesman for the Board admitted: "We will 
have to tread a little more carefully**. 

Later they were quoted as saying they would 
use any "legal" means to get squatters out of 
Crossroads, 

Raids and arrests continued in August while 
in the courts Mrs Ndamase, one of the earliest 
inhabitants, claimed she had been told to go to the 
area by Council officials and assumed she had 
the legal right to remain there. 

She was sentenced, but her appeal was upheld 
in December by the Supreme Court. 

Another resident, Mrs. Peter, was given a 
suspended sentence in September, which was also 
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dismissed in February 1976 on appeal when the 
Board's claim to the land was first challenged. 
During November more women were arrested 
and put on trains for the "homelands". 

Men returned at night after work to find then-
wives gone and their belongings stacked or van
ished. On*; of these, Mr Thabata, explained: 

"I am not trying to make trouble. I do not 
want to argue with Whites. I'm only asking, just 
asking, for my wife and family to be with me, 
just asking for my possessions, which were taken 
away. But when I ask, they say I'm being diffi
cult and stubborn." 

His case was typical. He has worked legally 
in Cape Town for 30 years. His efforts to make 
a life with his wife and children were finally 
frustrated when, coming home from work, he 
found that his wife, his children and his belong
ings had been removed in his absence, and that his 
house had been demolished. 

In the following months two successful appeals 
emerged from the Supreme Court in the Ndamase 
and Peters cases questioning the legality of cer
tain of the Board's activities and effectively 
halting the trespass charges. 

Two months after the Peter's case ended, the 
Prevention of Illegal Squatting Amendment Bill 
started its course through Parliament. 

Significantly, under its provisions, a new onus 
is placed on the owners of land on which there 
is illegal squatting to demolish "illegal struc
tures" and remove the people without recourse 
to the courts. It also forbids an employer to 
employ someone until he has received a certificate 
from a local authority stating that adequate 
housing is available. 

With this new legislation pending, and while 
the Board's role was being challenged by the 
courts, the Divisional Council appeared on the 
scene as owner of the land. They filed an appli
cation calling for an order instructing and giving 
authority to the Board to remove the squatters, 
to rehouses them elsewhere and to demolish the 
2 500 shanties in the area, on the grounds of a 
declared "health hazard". 

Both the Board and the squatters themselves 
filed affidavits opposing the application, though 
for different reasons. The Boaid submitted that 
it did not want this authority and denied respons
ibility for the squatters. 

At the fourth hearing of the application the 
Board withdrew from the case, negotiations with 
the Council having failed to reach a solution to 
the dispute over jurisdiction. At Crossroads itself 
"inspectors" from the Board continued to visit and 
make arrests. 

Earlier in June, during these negotiations, the 
"joint campaign" of the two bodies to "halt the 
growth of the camp" (by demolishing empty 
houses) began. In five days more than 100 shacks 
were demolished, not all of them empty. So was 

the "school". After protests the Council apologis
ed for what it claimed was a "mistake" and re
built the "school". 

Further explanations clarified tha t "in an ef
fort to stop the growth of the illegal ecamp-
ment officials of the BAAB had pointed out 
unoccupied shacks to DC workers for demolitions 
and the school had been included". 

Their attitude became clear in a comment by 
Mr Macl.achlan, who was reported as saying: 

" I t is an illegal building. Who gave these people 
the right to build a school there?" He said he was 
not interested in the value of the school or its 
function in the community. 

During these weeks of June while the hearing 
was in progress, there were some Crossroads 
inhabitants who, co-operating with requests to 
vacate Portland Cement's land adjacent to Cross
roads, took down their own houses, but were for
bidden to rebuild them on Council property. 

Others who, after the heavy rains, began re
pairing their leaking roofs (or adding a room 
to their shacks), were taken to be building now 
structures and had their houses demolished. 

Some of them are still homeless, others have 
since been "given permission" to rebuild. Mean
while, in the Wynberg Magistrate's Court Mr 
Dalling, on behalf of the Council, stated that it 
was not prepared to demolish inhabited struc
tures, "more so when the occupant has nowhere 
else to go". 

"We have a lot of sympathy with the prob
lem", claimed Mr Bill Miller, then Council's Act
ing Secretary, speaking earlier about the plight 
of the Crossroads squatters. 

And, over subsequent weeks, newspaper head
lines appeared to reinforce his concern: "Council 
considers emergency camp"; "Council may pro
vide camp for squatters"; until, in early June this 
year, while their application was under way, 
the emphasis appeared to change a s : "Council 
rips up squatter shacks"; "Squatters' 'school' 
wrecked"; "Squatter school protest by MP"; 
"No solution yet for Crossroads squatters"; 
until, "Admission of e r ror : a school rebuilt"; 
as they apologised for their "mistake". 

Now, over a month after their expressed 
concern over the "health hazard", the Council 
has declared Crossroads an emergency camp, 
four days after their application had been dis
missed by the Magistrate. 

Crossroads has been granted a reprieve, basic 
facilities will be installed and for a while, at least, 
a measure of peace will come to Crossroads. 

But for how long? What are the implications 
of the new AntUSquatting Bill? Will the Coun
cil continue demolishing every hut which be
comes vacant under their "containment" policy 
with the Board? What about proclaiming instead 
a new township on "site-and-service" lines? 
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