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Sisulu on mine life 
Comrade Sisulu, how 
did you become 
involved in the mining 
industry? 

When I left school IWU still loo 
young to be accepted on (he 
mines. I went lo work at some 
dairy Farms in Gcrmiston. After 
some time I wcnl to the mines. I 
started off working on the surface 
and did not go underground yet, 

I had a relative at Roscdccp 
Mine near Gcrmiston who ar
ranged work for mc. I was sixteen 
or seventeen. At the beginning of 
1930 I began working under
ground on the same mine. 

Were you employed on 
a contract basis? 

I was on a contract of 124 days, 
something like four months. At 
that time there were two types of 
contract on the mines. One was a 
contract of six or nine months if 
you were recruited through 
TEBA. The other type of con
tract depended on whether you 
came lo the mines on your own 
money. This was my case. How
ever, in order to go underground 
you look a contract. 

Where did you live? 

Wc lived in a compound. One 
of the main problems, in fact a 
constant complaint, was about 
the type of food. 

The number of people in each 
compound at Roscdecp and 
Glcndeep was something be
tween 2000 and 2500. The rooms 
were divided according to tribes, 
or areas thai you came from like 
Engcobo, Buttcrworth or areas 
of Shangaan speaking people, or 
Northern Sotho near Picterburg. 
That is how they were divided. 

How were the 
compounds run? 

The administration was also 
completely divided along tribal 
lines. There would be clerks and 
indunas in charge of the Shan
gaan group. Every group would 
have somebody in charge of a pa-
licular section. 

Then there was the induna, 
they all had lo pay allegiance to 
the induna, he was the key man -
bribing for jobs or anything. Then 
there was the manager for the 
compound, and an underground 
manager. 

There were undeground in
spectors sometimes called folds, 
responsible for checking the 
mine and checking the work. 
Then shift basses and bass boys. 
The bass boy was a big man over 
all the others. 

What do you think was 
the purpose of division 

into different tribes 
and groups? 

They did not distinguish be
tween the tribes when you went 
underground, but only where you 
lived. It is the same mentality of 
the rulers in South Africa today. 
It was considered the way of 
things. 

A Sotho must be with others, a 
Shangaan must be with others 
otherwise they will fight. Fun
damentally, the idea is to divide 
the people. You know, slick to 
the tribal structure or the primi
tive method so that mineworkers 
will be manageable. In the end 
the bosses benefit from this sys
tem of keeping workers divided. 

Could you describe 
working conditions 
underground at the 
time? 

When you go deep under
ground, there arc various sta
tions, - first station, second 
station, third. Once you arc at 
your station you drive and push 
the cngotovanc (cocoa paas). Wc 
would fill these trollies with 
stones from above. Then they 
would be tipped, and the rock 
lifted above ground by a lift. Wc 
used to call it a cage. Every sta
tion would have this type of a 
thing, 

Wc used to go undcrgound at 
about 230 or 3 o' clock. 

In each section there was an 
area with a white man there, he 
had a piccannin who was always 
with him. They both had lamps. 

They had the big jackboot drill
ing machines for opening up the 
holes for the dynamite. 

What did you do? 
I was a picannin holding the 

jumper (spanner) . We wore 
sacks because water came, and 
wc got all wet, I worked in a de
velopment area, a tunnel 

How were working 
relationships? 

Underground the boss boy 
would take his lamp off and shine 
it in our eyes. He would shout 
"Usher" to make us work harder. 
Work was hard: you could not 
stand up, you are wet, you are 
sweating. 

Half an hour before they 
knocked off. the picannin and the 
white man would go and ignite 
the dynamite. The rest would go 
up in the lift. 

Did you get time to 
have lunch 
underground? 

You don't get lime. You carry 
phuza mandla. In any event, you 
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arc told there is no time. I don't 
remember ever getting time off 
for lunch. But the driving force 
was the bass boy. 

How did you manage 
to raise your 
grievances about 
wages and living 
conditions? 

I remember on one occasion 
wc called a meeting on a Satur
day. The meeting was lo discuss 
grievances. The most important 
item was food which was of very 
poor quality* 

Do you still remember 
what was the food? 

Yes, it was nyola. It was por
ridge and meat, sometimes mixed 
with onions. Then you had 
nlshayintshayi. 

Then people made their own 
magcu, they mixed it in ihcir 
rooms, proper magcu. That was 
the type of food thai we ate. Now 
this magcu was really food, not 
anything else. Everybody was 
only interested in eating magcu. 

What happened at the 
meeting? 

In that meeting about food, I 
saw very old people. I saw orators 
among the rcd-blankclcd men. 
They were putting forward their 
demands and stating what lines of 
action to take. An ultimation was 
sent to the manager: if you do not 
intervene and improve this food 
situation, on Monday wc shall 
march to the M/Jlikazi (TEBA 
depot) in Johannesburg from 
Gcrmiston, You can imagine how 
powerful the march would have 
been. 

What was the 
response of mine 
management? 

He realised that there was a lot 
of determination on the part of 
the workers, His indunas and 
police had informed them. He 
gave an undertaking that as from 
Monday there would be a com
plete change. Through united ac
tion at the meeting and by 
listening to each other wc won 
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certain changes. 

What were some of the 
other problems faced 
by workers? 

Health and safety. Another in
cident happened when the shaft 
hanging fell. I look two or three 
chaps and went to the compound 
manager early in the morning and 
said wc were refusing to go down 
in thai situation. Wc put a very 
powerful case that wc were not 
going down in that situation 
where four or five people had 
been killed in that shaft. And for
tunately he accepted our presen
tation, Wc never went down from 
that day. Wc were transferred to 
the surface. 
What were wages like? 

Wc were getting two pounds 

per month underground. Wc 
were still getting paid gold in 
those days, not paper. 

During your times on 
the mines were you 
ever subject to 
racism? How did this 
Influence your future 
political development? 

In those days black workers 
were subjected lo extreme cases 
of racism to the extent where they 
were regarded as part of the tools 
used by white miners . An 
example would be the picannin 
system. This attitude, and work
ing conditions on the mines and 
in the compounds fashioned my 
whole altitude against injustice 
and oppression. 

When I left the mining industry 
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I Already had a definite altitude 
against racism. I found it easy to 
get involved in the ANC Youth 
League where my political un
derstanding matured. It was in 
this way one can say my attitude 
against apartheid was shaped by 
conditions on the mines. 

How do you view the 
role of the mining 
industry in a post 
apartheid South Africa? 

Well, the South African ccon-
omy depends really on gold. And 
if wc talk about monopolies, we 
talk about the mines. I have no 
precise fo rmula t ion of what 
should be done but I am clear in 
my mind that gold mines and the 
founding industry wil l have to 
undergo radical changes in a 
post-apart he id period. This ap
plies to conditions under which 
people live as well as in regard to 
wages. 

What is the position of 
the ANC on this 
question? 

At the moment the ANC speci
fically states its policy is a mixed 
economy. It seems to mc the 
nearest thing wil l be nationalisa
tion of monopoly industries. But 
in the present modern wofld you 
wil l have to examine the precise 
value and importance of each 
method of production. A l l I can 
say is that a radical change wil l be 
necessary to put things right. 

A question that is very 
topical in the mining 
Industry today is 
whether workers 
should take shares 
(ESOPS)? 

The pr imary purpose is to 
make workers feel they arc in fact 
owners. Now, I do not think thai 
they arc owners of mines at all. 
These shares are insignificant. 
But it seems as if they arc giving 
these shares out free. It is a way 
of, in the course of time, getting 
workers to put their individual in
terests first. 

There have got to be very w d l -
organiscd trade unions. A n d 
workers arc well- advised to jo in 
the trade union and to be guided 
by the trade union against the 
bosses. 

The mining bosses 
have been very 
sensitive on the 
question of sanctions. 
Apparently they feel It 
will lead to a loss of 
Jobs with the 
consequent suffering 
of many people, 
particularly blacks. 

The campaign of sanctions and 
boycotts arc intended to hit the 
economy, and wc believe that al
though the people may be af
fected at the beginning that they 
will ultimately make the adjust
ment. 

Wc arc effective because wc hit 
hard. That is why the bosses are 
worried about sanctions, for no 
other reason. The bosses do not 
care about the people. They 
know sanctions will be elective 
against the whole system of the 
government , against the em
ployers. In a situation where you 
are fighting people suffer. But wc 
arc concerned, wc do not want 
our people to have to suffer even 
one inch. 

I f it were possible to get our 
freedom without suffering, we 
would do it that way. Unfortu
nately, there is no alternative. 

Do the gold mines 
benefit the apartheid 
system? 

Apartheid was introduced and 
is now sustained by the gold 
mines. The people f rom the 
countryside were forced to come 
to the gold mines to pay taxes. 
The who le s t ruc tu re of the 
country is carried by capital, par
ticularly the mining industry. 

How do you relate the 
current Defiance 
Campaign to that of 
1952? 

Condit ions arc not so com
pletely different. I have not stu
d i ed the p resent De f i ance 
Campaign, but the Defiance 
Campaign of 1952 in which wc 
were engaged was a systematic 
camapign. Wc did not just defy 
e v e r y t h i n g . I t was p l anned 
properly, and had a beginning, a 
middle course and then develo
ping into mass action. 

That is how it was planned. It 
was disciplined. Every volunteer 
had rules, and he knew he had to 
behave in a particular way and 
those methods are applicable 
today. Unless you apply them 
you arc not going to make a suc
cess. 

Mineworkers are the 
backbone of the 
working class but at 
the same time they 
are often isolated from 

community and mass 
democratic struggles 
because of factors 
such as the closed 
hostel system. 

Mineworkers and other wor
kers realise that there is a link 
between their low wages and 
local community issues and the 
migrant labour system. The at
tack on the migrant labour system 
should not be seen as the prob
lem facing mineworkers only. It 
should be seen as a issue facing 
the en t i r e mass democra t i c 
movement. 

The apartheid state is not solely 
responsible for migrant labour -
it is also the mtneowners who 
benefit. The dismantling of the 
migrant labour system will enable 
mineworkers to be integrated 
into the broader community of 
the oppressed 

A campaign by the 
M D M should be laun
ched to force the mi-
ncowncrs and the state 
to dismantle this syv 
tern and enable mine-
workers to become 
settled and lead nor
mal family lives. 

As a former 
mineworker 
yourself, do you 
have a special 
message for 
mineworkers In 
1990? 

Mineworkers have a 
crucial role to play in 
the liberation struggle. 
They haw a proud his
tory of struggle charac
terised by daring and 
courageous deeds in 
the battles they have 
been waging in the 
mines. They were 
amongst the first to 
adopt the Freedom 
Charter. Through their 
union, the N U M , they 
have consolidated 
their position to an ex
tent where mine 
bosses can no longer 
treat them as they 
wish. The mining in-
dustry, as the back
bone of the apartheid 
state has been chal
lenged by united mine 
workers under the 
N U M . 

It is therefore im
portant that minewor
kers intensify their 
campaigns to consoli
date the gains already 
made. They should 
take conscious steps in 
making preparations 
for strengtheningJhe 
N U M and thus pre
pare themselves for 
the struggles that tic 
ahead. 

SlSULU: 'Mineworkers have a crucial role to play 
in the liberation struggle* 


