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S THE r--1ATTER VJ ] T H 1''1 S ] ,-.J GA 7 

'A lIIan cannot go with his wih,.thiJdr.n inC t.is good~ anc c,hathls 

on to the labour marKet. Me must have' a dumping 9·'o~nd. Every rabb;t 

hu warren .Jhere he can I ive and burrClOJ anc br'eec, and evt~y nativ" 

must have a warren ,too." 

- Sir' (-cdfrey LagdH, Transvaal Labour Ccxm.is£ion, 1897. 

HUT BURNINGS and rr,urder, fl?nce cut1i!"lg and theft, ,star-vatio", and 

ignor'ance, tribllslTIen feuding with automatic weapons, tribesmen worKlng 

in South Afr'ica's towns and cities as mig.a .... t lab::>ur,'wome!"l h::>eing 

rOCKy fieldS or, sitting at roadsides selling produce impo,'ted from 

Natal: all this is part of the fabric of Msi"\ga life. 

For many years now, this unhappy di,strict has s100d as an I!>,tr'eme 

example of condi1ions generally existing in the fr-agfllf!"lted and 

under-developed "homeland" of KwaZLllu. It has been described - in a 

masterpiece of understatement - as "sociaJly u!"lstable"; it manifest!;; 

in painful abundar.cea.U the classic social and IIconomkprot:.J'fms 

caul5ed by over a cer'ltury of sep'aratist policy and legislation; it 

lias,liKII a dinnec heart, almost at the exa'ct geographicai Clintr.e 

of Na tal/KwaZulu; and i1 hu, durir'\g th, drought Of th! early 19:~Os, 

prOVOKed suHici&nt instability in the White-owr,f!d land wh,iCh 

partially surrounds ,it to force an inquiry motivated from the highest· 

governmentai quarters. 



Pl'eliminary findings by 'the commission were not une:<pected: Hsinga 

suffers from over-population, poor quality of li-fe, insufficient ..Db 

opportunities, survival problems. What follows here is an Attempt to 

describe 'these conditions, 'to uncover their causes and 'to eXAmine some 

of 'the results. 

ASKING THE way in Msinga one day, I saw a polol'oid camera dangling 

from the bead-adorned arm o-f a woman in tribal dress. It was a telling 

anomaly. The high technology of the Fil'st World is as close to Third 

World Hsinga as that. In fact, this explosive Area of KwaZulu is not 

much more than two hours drive from Pietermaritzburg, ar,d only 

barbed-wire fences or rivers separate it from land owned and worked by 

!>ophi!>ticated White farmer!>. 

Yet it is in the light shed by this pro:dmity of extremes that 'the 

massive problems which fester in Msinga can most clearly be 
\. 

understood. Indeed, the pro>:imity all too often U the problem. 

At first glance, of course. things appear normal enough. Driving 

north -from Grey town. the nature of the country changes abruptly as you 

begin the long descent to the Mooi River. The ordered fields and 

orchards, pastures and plantations of 'the Natal Midlands. have given 

way to hills of red-brown stone where goats feed off thorns and ca'ttle 

graze on little more th.an dust. You are in Msinga now. Brightly 

dressed women carry water in plastiC containers; children wave and 

gesticulate as you pass; pij:turesque huts do't the hillsides. It is the 

!>ort of "trAditional" scene which overseas tourists love to 

photogr·aph. "Here is an AuthentiC piece of AfriCA." they say. In fac't. 

bead-worK by H singa women sells liKe hoi-caKes in the fAshion salons 

'I 
j 
~I 



,t 

\ 

I 

I 
~ 

of Paris and New Yorl<. 

Yet the anomolies. are there if you car'e to 1001< for them. Climbing 

out of the Mooi valley you see places where people have tried to clear 

the stones and plough the arid earth, and when finally you 1001< down 

into the huge sweep of the Tugela valley, Msinga's heartland, you are 

strucK by the presence of a s'uccession of pylons which marches 

obliviously across the bare'i landscape. There is precious little 

electricity in Msinga, however. 

On the banKS of thi! river near t~,e small village of Tugela Ferry, 

you notice a fair amount of cultivation. On the southern side, water 

flows in a systelT' of irrigation canals. Someone told me that ·the 

canals had origi"1ally been built by the South African Departmernt of 

p.gricultur·e and that the local people had grown vegetables in large 

quantities. But, unsupported by an adequate marKeting system, the. 

gardeners had produced gluts which inevitably fetched low prices and 

they had consequently become discouraged. 0"11y maize is planted now, 

and some of the canals a~e full of stones. 

On the northern banK, on the other hand. you come across a 

well-irrigated field under strawberries. It seems too ironic for 

words. If people are supposed to be starving in Msinga, why plant a 

crop which oHers no yield in terms of either carbohydrate or pr.otein? 

"We taKe them to supermarKets in Durban;" a man called Nicholas 

SiKelela told me, adding that he was mar,ager 01 the project. 

In fact. the project is a KwaZulu Development Corporation 

"tripartnership". This means that it is jointly financed by the 

corporation and private enterprise - in this case a White Durban-b'ased 

company - with the idea of offering jobs and training to local peopl~, 

and with the eventual sale of shares in the business to any I{waZulu 



citizens who can afford to buy. 

There were about 20 women, casual labourers who earned RI.20 a day, 

picKing strawberries when we visited the project. Mr SiKelela 

\!>:plained that in the planting season there were jobs for several 

"There'll be even more this year becau~"e we're going to plant 

gooseberries as well. We ha ve 25 hectares in this project." 

I asKed why vegetables or basic foodstuff~ were not grown instead, 

and he replied simply: "We have tried vegetables. We have planted 

potatoes, watermelons and pumpKins. But then we stopped because the 

problem was theft." 

Is it fair to char,ge this statemer,t and say instead: t~,e pr"oblem 

was, and still is, hunger~' Hardly more than 20 Kilometres upstream 

from the strawberries, on a fum run by an organisation called Church 

Agricultural Project, the bones of dead animals are e>:changed for 

mealie-meal. Since 1980, ""any thousands of Msinga people have swapped 

nearly 500000 Kilograms; of bones for half that quantity of basic food. 

Other exchange schemes offer mealie-meal for acacia pods wt,ich are in 

turn shredded for cattle fodder. Yes, it probably ie fair to say that 

one of the fundamental problems in Msinga, especially in these years 

of intense drought, is poverty and the attendant hunger. But why are 

the people so poor-' 

To find an answer, we must examine some of the basic facts 
I 

concerning this rroubled corner of the country. It comprises j.Jst over 

174000 hectares of rough and i/orid thornveld. According to the 1970 
iI " 

c"ensus (the 1986 census was apparently incomplete in MsingaJ the 

number of peopl~ living there was about 115000, while more recent 

estimates suggest figures of up to 160000. 
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As lc,r,g ago as 1954, t~,e Government~appointed Tomlinson Commission 

calculated that an average family in Msinga would require E:3 hectares 

to produce an annual income of R125. In other words, Msinga .coul~ 

adequately carry only about 2100 families, However, it has been 

estirr..oted that there are now ~ore than 14000 extended families, of ten 

to 12 individuals each, subSisting in the hills and valleys of Msi'1ga. 

When I asKed Dr John ErsKine of the Institute for Natural R!:sources 

in Pietermaritzburg what he saw as the possible solutions, simply from 

an agricul1ural'point of view, he replied immediately: "The pressure 

on the land must be reduced." 

He told me that according to the KwaZulu Department of Aghculture, 

there were 72621 head of cattle in Msinga in 1980. "But the optimum 

grazing capacity of the land there is 10 hectares for one large beast 

or six smaller animals such as goats." 

These were staggering figures. What Dr ErsKine was saying was that 

there should be no more than a ma:dmum of 17400 cattle in the area'. 

Meanwhile, although many have perished in the drought, there are 

probably at least 60000 cattle and three times as many goats. 

Dr ErsKine said: "Apart from the traditional values which Zulus 

place upon cattle, we must remember that there is no opportunity for 

land ownership in Msi~,ga, so the people can't invest in fixed 

property. There's really nothing for them to invest their money in, so' 

they put it into a movable asset - into cattle." 

The results of this almost savage overstocKing arl! everywhl!re plain 

to Sill!. Th&re is a landscape in the high places near Sinyamtni in 

south-western Hsinga which sums it up. Dongas have become small 

valleys which split the hillsides; soil has givl!n way to a crumbling 

grey shale; stonr~-built huts squa'! in a scene which is almost lunar in 



it's desolation. Unlil<e other areas of Msinga, here there is no gr'ass 

at all. On a steep-sided spur in on~ of the dongas a solitary 

thom-bush persists in staying alive while goats reach up to tal<e the 

meagre foliage. 

In the early 1850s, a local lT,agistrate described the bull< of the 

la"d i" Msinga as bei"g "as worthless as the sands of Arabia". And 

there's not even any oil underneath it. Y~t in the 19th century the 

people of Msinga were more than able to provid~ for' themselves. Listen 

to historian Colin Bundy: "In the salT,e year <18B2)' it was reported 

that Whites in Umsinga dist~ict did not grow much maize, and that they 

depended on p.fricans for it." But those days are long gone now. 

Ther~ ca" b~ little doubt that at the root of all Hsinga's problems 

is the starK fact that there are too many people and their animals 

trying to live on too little land. But it should never be forgotten 

that tt.is root has, in large measure, been created and nourished by 

more than a century of deliberate official policy. During the 

mid-nineteenth century, large parts of Hsinga were declared one of the 

"locatio"s" or reserves set apart by the Natal Government (at the 

insistence of Theophilus Shepstone) for BlacK occupatior •. Although 

81acl<s comprised 90 percent of the population of Natal in 1910. the 

locations w~re a mere II percent of the land area. Even though the 

1913 Land Act and the more recent crea bon of KwaZulu eased these 

absurd ratios somewhat, Msinga, lil<e many "homeland" areas. is on one 

level at least little more than an over-crowded dumping ground. a 

place for people who are essentially surplus to the r~quirements of 

high-technolog)' White South Africa. 

Between 1969 ar,d 1972, for e>:ample, about 20000 people from the 

Weenen area were shoved into a corner of Msinga after fa.rm la.bour 
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needy. You begin 10 wonder how mit.ny peopJe simply die and ar-e buried 

in the hills wit",ou~ any oHiciaJ re:ognitio" t~,,,t they ever e>:isted. 

Moreover, what health ser-vices e>:i!-t are hopelessly inadequate. This 

119 bed hospihl, Msinga's only onE and staffed by be~ween two and 

four doctors, is ser-ving a commur,ity of well over 140000 people. Extra 

patients lie on the- floor between the beds. A new- Ri million theatre 

complex has .ust been built, but r,obody seems able to get the 

air-conditioning to work. The dispensary is a ronda vel where you can 

see daylight thr-ough t~,e_ thatch, and people wait in the open air- at 

the inadequately sized out-patients clinic. 

"Ir, fact, when it rains we have quite an easy day," a doctor said. 

"Nobody wants to wait ie- the wet unless they're really ill, and the" 

of course waiting in the wet doesn't help." 

I asKed about vitamin deficient diseases. "We a!ways have several 

cases of pellagra (vitamir, B deficiency) ~n the wards. In fact, a 

woman was admitted recently who told the nurses that her husband had 

lo!t hIS job about a month before. She'd obviously been eating ned to 

nottling since then." 

Tuberculosis is another widespread problem in Msinga. At any given 

time, at least one third of the ward space at Tuge!a Ferry is occupied 

by sufferers of t~,is disease. And then, as you wander round the 

hospital, you notice something else. There are plenty of pregnant 

women about. 

"Tha't's because it's September," a doctor e:<plained. "September is 

baby month. We deliver at least th'ee times as many babies in 

September as we do during any other mon'th. At least 12 babies a day. 

Because of transport difficulties, women from outlying areas come to 

us two weeks before they're due. They sleep on -'the floor of the 



maternit)' ward, waiting their turn." 

It is not dif-ficul t tc, understand why Septe mber is in hct baby 

month. It's nine months aHer Chrilltmas, when many thousands o-f men 

return to Msinga after a year of worJ.(ing in the cities. It has been 

estimated thai more than 60 percent of Msinga men of worKing age are 

migrant labourers. This begins to tell us something about the nature 

of the Msinga economy: it is e:<ternall}' based. Yet, strangely, this 

fundamentally unhealthy state of aHairs has proved to be something of 

a buffer against the ravages of the drought which has gripped the 

district since early 1980. 

As a medical mar, with wide e>:perience of Msinga put it: "The whole 

area is so poor agriculturally ihat even in years of good rain, the 

land has ho hope of supporting the people. The support comes fr'om the 

outside. Although the drought is e>:ceptionally severe, the health 

problems, especially with regard to malnutrition among babies and 

young children, are not as overwhelming as would de-finitely be the 

case were the people more heavily dependent on the land." 

Valid as this view is, it must be balanced by a consideration of 

the eHect o-f the recession which has aHlicted the South A-frican 

economy over the past few years. The eHect, -from the Msinga point o-f 

view, is large i·nHw:es of migrant labourers who have been retrenched 

and obliged to return home where they live oH meagre homstead 

resources until another job can be found. 

Statistics compiled by the Church Agricultural Project -from people 

who e>:change bones for mealie meai indicate that 20 percent of tr,e 

families represented in the bones queue had a father or husband 

without a job. A recent Churc~, Agricultural Project newsletter sums it 

up: "Unemployment is filling MSinga's valleys with men. Families that 
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livl?d by selling their labour ilre now trying to liv!; by selling 

bones." 

Yet, even in t·oom times when jobs ar'e less diHicult to come by, 

much of the migrant wage earner's !T.oney is absorbed in to' ... n .. Often he 

for'ms a liilisor, wit~, another wo'milr" and only il small percentilge of !"lis 

E'ilrnings filters bacK to his family. Some Msinga households ilre 

surviving on as little as R25 a month. 

The more one tries to examine conditions in this desolate region, 

the more one is for'ced towards the Cluestion: just how do many of these 

people survive~' It seems an inescapable conclusion that the normal 

economic infrastructure (subSistence agr'iculture, the hawKing of fresh 

produce usually imported from White Natal, a few local jobs, some 

handicr'aft worK and migrant labour' income) is incapable of Keepir,g 

Msinga alive. How then do the peoj:le manage'l The ans"'e" lies in 

activities which economists call components of an "undergr'ound 

economy". We are talKing here a.bout theft, about peaching - and abowt 

the cultivation and sal!; of dagga. 

listen to another Church Agricultural Project newsletter: "It's the 

most important crop in I{waZulu. A multimillion rand industry. Some 

dagga gardens are barely five paces sCluare, yet even these bits of 

ground can yield the grower R200. Small growers tend to barter· their 

dagga for bread, sugar, tea, beans and soap ••. " 

Police regularly raid the Tug.ela valley, one of South Africa's 

premier dagga growing areas, burning hundreds of t~s of the stuff. In 

Ii 
1979/80 nearly 600000 Kilograms valued at well over.IR100 million were 

\ 
destroyed. But there was, and still is, plenty left for sale. 

It is not difficult to understand that all these economic realities 

are profoundly affecting the traditio.'1al social systems of the people, 
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and, equally importan~, ~r,e attitudes of the .young. For all too many 

. people, survival means operating outside of the law. The consequent 

sense of lawlessness and instability in Msinga is almost palpable. 

Family unity, the basis of the old tribal system, has bee!'1 weaKened 

by· migrant labour, and weaKened further, many claim, by the present 

three-tier system of government in KwaZulu. Under this system, the 

chiefs ha ve become the paid employees of Ulundi. In practice this 

often means that their lo;alt)' is divided and that they no longer 

speal-< up for the elderly, the women and the childr·en who comprise the 

bull-< of the population while the men are away in the cities. 

The result of these economic and social cor,ditions is that the real 

power in M singa is passing from the chief and his indunas into the 

hands of your,g men, e'{pHtatlons sharpened by cc,ntact with the cities 

yet constantly frustrated by the whole apparatus of apartheid, who 

have learned how to survive by illicit me!lns and how to wield 

authority through the ba"rel of a gun. 

Although writter, in the si>:ties, this comment on tsc,tsis by Absolom 

VilaJ.<asi maKes a perfl?ct description of many young men in Msinga: 

"ThI?Y are tough; and they have demonstrated to everybody that 'cr·ime 

does pay'." 

This then is the bacKground agair,st which the violence in Msinga 

needs to be viewed. Overpopulation of man and beast, degradation of 

the land, an externally based economy (both legitimate and 

"underground"), an increasing lawlessness, and underlying rVerything a 

! 
grinding poverty and ignorance. One could almost say: it's '10 wonder 

they -fight among thefTlselves. 

They certainly do. In 1983 alone, close to 100 people were Killed 

in and around Msinga, It is a community at war witr, itself. 
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IN THE ea~ly hou~s o~ a Satu~day mo~ning in September 1983, ~or 

e>: ample, a band of a~med tribesmen surrounded a hut in the M asr,unKa 

area o~ Msinga and opened fire. Twc. men were Killed instantly, and 

three were injJred. The injJred were taKen to Tugela Ferry hospital 

where a third man died after an emergency operatior,. He ~,ad been shot 

through the stomach and his liver had been sha ttered. The two 

remaining survivors were hurriedly removed to. another hospital when ii 

was learned thai their attacKers were coming to deal with them in the 

ward. 

Such incidents, almost always r·ooied in tribal or factior,al 

rivalry, are common in ihis violent district. II', 19:H a young South 

Afhcan paratroope~, lieutenant Johan Ve~ster, was brought to trial, 

charged with the murder of 14 t~ibesmen while allegedly acting as a 

mercer,ary during bloody tribal ~ighting betwe-en the Siihole and Zwane 

tribes in MSi'1ga. It was alleged tMat Verster had hidden ana hill and 

sr,iped at the Zwar,e impi dur·ir,g a battle on June- 4,1979. Witnesses 

testified "that he had tried to recruit other paratroopers for .future 

fights, telling them that they would be paid between R600 and RE:O(l a 

battle. Verste~'s defence was tha t on June 4 his leg had been in 

plaster and that there~ore it would not have been possible to 

negotiate the rough terrain where the battle tooK place. Althou~h 

aquitted of the murder char·ges, he was found guilty o~ pa~ticipating 

in te~rorist activities and of contravening the Defence Act. He is 

cu~rently se~ving an eight-year prison sentence. 

The trial focussed national and even world attention on the 

fer·ocity of the fighting in Msinga which, it has been estimated, has 

claimed the lives of nea~ly 1000 people during the past sil: or seven 
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years. But why do such t~,ing5 happen? 

It would be an e"treme oversimplification to say merely tha.t the 

fig~,ting is part of the "traditional" way of life of the Zulu people. 

On the other hand, it is true that tribes have dashed in the area 

sime the e"dy 1880s, but as long agc, as the turn of the century, the 

Colonial authorities were grudgingly admitting that this t"ibal 

fightir,g was generated by valid grievances which wer·e rooted in a 

shortage ,of land. 

Although by no means the or,ly factional problem in Msinga, the 

SitholelZwane problem is a classic e>:ample of a land-related conflict. 

The pr'oblem beg",., a 10r'9 tiTTle ago when a Sithole chief rr,arried a Zwane 

worr,ar, and the Zwanes were granted a small home, hardly the size of an 

aver'iige W~,itE farm, inside traditior,al Sithole territor'y north of the 

SUr,da1s River. In fact, the tiny Zwane clan is surrounded on three 

sides by Sitholes. As populations increased, not only naturally but by 

inflw,es of unwanted people from Natal, the pressures became 

ur,beariiole and a grim str'uggle to survive began. 

H,mdreds of Zwane and Sithole tribesmen have been Killed. In 19t:O 

alc,r,e, no less than 46 people died in the fighting. These figures are 

all the more appalling when it is realised that the Zwanes number less 

than 1 SOO, and the Sitholes not much more than thr'ee times that 

amount. 

It is interestins to ne,te that tr'aditional Zulu stick-fighting 

(umGangela), Which seems to have developed originally to give 

e::pression to, and in many ways to cor,trol and limit, competition 

between neigt'lbouring districts, e>:ists today only in the less crowded 

nort~,err, parts of !{waZulu, while in Msinga it is totally absent. A 

reason offered for this bl' anthropologists is that the problem of 



territorial protectiorl in Msir,ga is too serious a matter· to be 

resolved by thE; partly symbolic "play" fighting of umGangela. The 

tr-ibesmerl of the distT'ict have always indulged In what tr-aditional 

Zulus from less troubled ar-eas would describe as outright wa". 

As mor-e and more people cr'owded into the relaHve!y small tribal 

areas, local chiefs, faced with acute land shortages, used 

inter--tribal -fighting in an attempt not only to gain mor'e land for 

their subjects but also to maintain their own sh"inKing power. 
. _.-

The situation was e,:acerbated when assegais and KT'lobKernes Wi1r'e 

replaced by firearms, and tribi1smen began to die in larger numbers. 

Matters have become even worse r-e.ci1ntly when the massi1d factior, fight, 

with large numbers of mi1n tur-ning out for a scrap I is increasingly 

being r'eplace~ b)' r-utr,less Killer gangs whose guns are often for hire, 

and who striKe their tar-gets by night at remote homesteads or at roac! 

blocKs, or· even in hostels and reSidential areas I~ the cities. 

"There have only been three r-eal faction figf-Jts between opposing 

impis this year (1983)," a senior' police c,fficer to!d me. "It's 

outr-ight murder no",', with these small gangs whlc"; striKe by night." 

The pr'oblems faced by those cor,cer-ned wit!"1 1 a ..... ' and or-der are 

immense. The few roads in Msinga are in poor conditio"" while large 

tr-acts of tT'iballand are vir-tually inaccesible, e: cept on fc.ot. 

"We have a lot of trouble laying charges a"d c lot more maKing 

charget sticK,"Ahe police officer said. "The local people are 

! 
reluctant to talK against each other-, wi tnesses C lsappe ae ,'others 

,I 

change itheir stor-ies in cour-t. I thinK they do th1s because the)"~e 

frightened. You can't really bla'Tle tf-Jem. After all, t"ey have tc live 

together aHerwards." 

It is clear, therefore, tr,at many of the It.illlT·'~s go u"solved, and 
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the lawl~ssn~!£s goes on in a never-enc!mg spiral )'1 " .. hich the women 

ar,d cr,lldren are t~,e real suHer·ers. 

P. f'ledlcal ma..., with long experience of Msmga told me tha't faction 

f,ght:ng not 0'11), aggravated the malnutrition problem, but also had a 

profoCl...,d effect on -the economy of the area. 

"When the mer, are fighting or ",'hen an att .. c~ is e>:pected, U,e womer, 

take -the childre" and run away. They live, sometimes for weel(s, on 

inadequate food supplie!£ and a"/a.y from the comforts of the homestead. 

Eco"1omlcally, the result of this sort of disruption is very serious 

Ir,deed. Factior, fighting inevitably mear,s t~,e destr'uction of valuable 

llve.ioch and prop~rty." 

Duri:>9 the Sit~.oleIZwane war, for e:<ample, a Ct',urch Agricultural 

Project worKer interviewed nearly a thousand people "'ho between them 

had lost 1003 cattle and 1716 goats. 

"But most serious of all," the medical man continued, "is that wage 

earners, vital tc, Msinga's economy, are Killed. Even those who survive 

the fight and return to the cities to worK often feel too vulnerable 

to fUrther attacK and in consequemce give up their jobs (and often tt',e 

only i!'1comes enjoyed by their families) and return to the relative 

sa fety of their tribal homes." 

A further question which needs to be e>:a.mir,ed is: w~,ere do Msinga 

tribesmen get their weapons? Someone once remarKed to me that about 

half of all firearms stc,len in South Africa could probably be found in 

Msinga. .. 

I asKed a Weenen farmer where he thought the weapons came from and 

he replied: "Possibly some of them are stole ... in the big cities. But 

there can be no doubt that gun trading is going on as well. I'm not 

saying Whites or BlacKs, Indians Or Coloureds are doing it, but 
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sc'meone is." 

While South Arican Defence For-ce Sl1rvicerHleE and equipment, 

including machine gUI1S, are definitely in circulation in tl1e area, it 

is clear that some tr-ibesmerl fight with more primative firearms. some 

of them probably surreptitiously "home-made" in i'1dust~ial wor~sl1ops 

around the courltry. 

An Msinga doctor told me that on treating a wounded man recently, 

fragments o~ thin metal had been found at the ent,ance to tl1e wound. 

"It seemedobvioustomethat the bullet'didn't fit the gun and that 

whoever shot the man had to wrap some thin metal around it before 

loacing. I've also heard that some people have bought cartridge 

reloadi"g Kits and are mal<ing their own ammunition." 

I ""ern to see a ~,igh-ranKing police officer in Pietermaritzbur'g and 

asHed him abowt ~irl1a~ms in Msinga. He told me that since 1954 a 

"special firearms squad" ~,ad been stationed at Tugela Ferry. Its tasK: 

to cOl1fiscate fIrearms in the area. 

"Since 1979 the squad has collected 1361 weapons," the policeman 

said. "Over the last S1>' months the figure has been 263, or 41; a 

month. Do you ",'ant to Know what sort of firear'rr,s are being collected'!" 

He showed me the list: 44 rifles. 15 shotguns, 95 revol vers, 101 

pi5.tols, and eIght hc,me-made guns. 

"Tr;e last figu~e is sigl1ificant. It indicates that there's 

definitely not a glJn factor}' in Msinga. It's alsc, interestin!; t~,at 

I've never found these gUl1s to l1ave been used i!'1 cit}' robberies ~ 

t~,ey have found their way to Msinga." 

The special firearms squad is viSible as a collection of tents and 

low b'Jildings on the southern ban\( of t"IE rIver as one crosses the 

sil1g1e-Iane bndge into Tugela Ferry. I asKed to,e cC'mmanding offIcer, 
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ar, elderly mar, w~,o was beer, w1t~, the squad for 25 years, whet~,er he 

often collected South African Defence Force weapons, and he replied: 

"It varies. We've got an R-4 here now which we've just picKed up, 

and two months ago we confiscated S1" R-is." 

W~,ere dId they come from" "I presume that servicemen sell them or 

e>:c~,ange them for dagga." 

Anc:1 what about Russan AK-47s and other for'e1gn military weapons" 

He shooK his head. "There IS nco evidence of terrorist w.eapons in 

Msinga." 

Dc· lOU thinK there 15 an African National Cong~'ess presence in the 

area':' Again the answer was no. 

The senior police officer in Pietermaritzburg had told me that the 

people of Msinga armec themselves because the)' were afraid of their 

neighbours. From other sour'ces I have heard that the people are also 

afraid of the Msinga-based police. Charges of brutality against 

several pOlice mer, have been laid, and at least one made to sticK. I 

have heard, too, that there is considerable conflict between the 

people and various KwaZulu Governrr.ent and InKatha offiCials. "Nearly 

everyone with any authorit)· in Msinga is a thug," someone at the 

Church Agricultural Project farm told me. 

We asKed a tribesman by the roadside one day what he thought of 

InKatha, whether he was a member. He raised his hands, as if to ward 

off the question, and ShODI-: his head. "I do not want to talK," he 

said. 

A picture emerges of a peasant community in turmoil, plagued on the 

one side by overcrowding and drought, poverty and ignorance, on the 

other by abstract forces which threaten the traditional social 

patterns. I have heard that political elections are farcical in 
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Hsinga. But tr,ere ar-e other forces besides new and complicated 

political ideas. There i!! the relentless p~essure of the First World 

cities, leaving in its waKe a flourisr,ing sense of anarchy and a 

propensity to violence and crime which threatens to smash the old 

social system to piecE's. What will replace it? 

A White man I spoKe to in Wee"en said uneasily: "We are told there 

are a lot of guns over there, that in hct they outgun us. But we're 

not unduly wo~ried about this." 

101,- policerr,an friend in Pietermaritzburg told rr,e: "These people 

aren't anti-W;-dte at all. Their major problems are with each other." 

Valid as tr,is comment undoubtably is, an una voidable question which 

emerges is: for ho .... , long~' 

Listen to what an Msinga Blac", is alleged to have saie to the 

Weenen magls~r-ate when a meeting was held to discus!! the tensions 

existing bet-.oIeen Blac~ and White on the border between Msinga and 

White Natal: "Your Whites are the aggressors. One day our sons will 

retaliate. Dc not thinK a White sKin resists bullets. If a White is 

sho~ he dies j.Jst liKe a BlacK." 

As already mentioned, the South African Government has set up a 

commiSSion 0 4 inquiry into Msinga, and more recently has authorlsed 

the establis~ment of a permanent problem-solving body whose tasK will 

be to try to ease ElacK/t...'hite border tension. How does this tensio" 

manifest itself and is there a solution to it<' 

A: YOU drive from Weenen to Muden. there is a point mid-way between 

the- two towns where the boundary fence is clear-Iy visible as it 

divides a hillside away to the leH. But it is visible only because 
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the country on elt.'1er sIde IS so different. On the one side, yellow, 

late-winter gcass; on the other, vegetation eaten down to bare brown 

I 
.I 

earth. 

There can be r,c. oOubt that the tenSIOn on the Msinga border e>:ists 

I simply because the boundar'" be it fel1ce or river, marKs this vivid 

contrast between properly managed far'ms and ofter, appalling 

environmental degcajation, in other words between techl1010gy and 

ignorance, financi .. : recources ar,d poverty. There can be no doubt, 

also, that most of t"'e border prot.lems are closely related to the 

problems of sur·vival faced bi' the people on the MSlnga side, problems 

which have beer. ag;-avatec ... 1",ost beyond endurance by the drought of 

the early 19:::0s. 

"I've liveo here for 25 ~'ears," a White in Tugela Fec·ry said. "And 

this is certainly the worst drought I've ever Known." 

But there have 'been ot~,er droughts, and the survival problem in 

Msinga is not a recent phenomenor,. What has happened, therefore, to 

sparK off the "border situation"~' It is wor·th looKing briefly at the 

history. 

Before the late 19705, no White far'mers lived on tr,e border farms 

on the Natal side. Fe'lces were in a poor condition, and often 

non-e>:istent, and Msinga BlacKs paid little attention to them, grazing 

and watering their cattle on beth sides of the boundary as they had 

done for gener'ations, and maKing fr'ee use of traditional paths and 

tracKs which led directly west to Weenen. 

But the White farmers were on the way. and with them came new 

fences. In 1977. the fence which marKs the boundary between Hsinga and 

the White farms was renewed, paid for on a 50/50 basis by the new 

farmers and the I<waZulu Government after the farmers had exerted 
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the border. F a~mers are opening their gates and allowing M singa cattle 

in to water. U's only a minol"ity of people on both sides who'd lil<e 

to see a confrontation." 

Do ""hite fal"mers go around armed'! 

"Some peoplE are. armed with revolvers for their own safety. Qui1e a 

few Indians have come to the fal"mers' association fol" testimonials sc· 

the)' can get a firearm licence. A lot of people feel safer with a gun. 

Other far-mel's cany hfles in their vehicles to use against the 

hunting dogs. Eut f~myself; I never carry anything." 

What were some possible solutions to the border pl"oblem-' 

"There has to be dialogue ""ith the Blacks," Mr Ie Rou!, said. "Artd 

we need tc. get away from this idea t~,at evel"Y Black man is a hl"rr.er-. 

We should rather- spend more time traimng them to live and worK in the 

cities." 

This was interesting. The dialogue idu has already been tal<en up 

by thl; permane..,t problem-solving boey, whict', will include in its 

membership representatives of White fal"mers' associations and 

prominent Elacl<s from Msinga. Even more interesting was the view that 

more Blacks should Jive in the cities. Do White farmers, especially 

those who live too close to the country's crowded rural slums, view 

the whole apparatus of influx control rather differently teo White city 

dwellers-;' It seems obvious that they do._ 

Vet for- the moment many thousands of Msinga families aI'£' legally 

debarred from city life, and are tr~/ing. oHen against impossible 

eodds, teo be agncultura.1ists. The GO'/ernment-appointed commissieor. has 

recognised this: amortg its short-te~m recommendations for easing 

tension on the boundary is the pr-ovisiero of water and stocK-feed for 

needy ElacK farmers. 



The !(wa.Zulu Depar1men1 o~ Agricul1ure, of cour-se, hils also 

recognised tha1 Msinga's essen1ially run! popula1ion is, at least in 

par1, dependen1 on 1he land i1 occupies. 

For nearly a decade, I?x1ension oHicers have been blK:ing to the 

chie~ of the Hchunui, the tribe mos1 aHec1ed by the border situation, 

about "betterment planning", a system of improvemen1s which could go 

some way to upgrading the agricultural potenHal o~ the s10ny 

te~ritory in which his people live. 

Briefly, be1ter ment planning worK£ liKe 1his: 1he basic aim is to 

move people into residential areas, thui releasing ground formerly 

dotted with homesteads for- development as properly contoured arable 

and for fenced areas where rotational gra.zing can be practiced. An 

obvious advanbge of having the people iI', clearly defined residenHal 

areas, comprising surveyed half-hectare plots, is that water, health 

and educaHonal faCIlities can be mor-e eHec1ively provided. 

Discussions on betterment planning started with Chief SmaKathi 

Mchunu in 1972173, bu1 it was not until 197E: tha1 he formally 

requested that the plan be introduced "to get my people away from the 

boundary and from friction with the White farmers". 

In 1980, although there was still some resistance to implementing 

the plan, Chief Mchunu signed the necessary declaration, and the plan 

was put into acHon. The current situation is that residential areas 

&t NhldaKahle and Sinyameni have been surveyed and the plots staKed 

out. Boreholes have been sunK and hand-pumps installed, and I was told 

that most of the people will have moved to the new areas by early 

1984. 

I discussed these things with HI' Chris du Tait, a !(waZulu 

agricultural officer. We were sitting in a. hot car with files and maps 
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on our !<nees. Mr du Toit told me that many people had already moved 

and that compensation was paid to the families involved. 

"We even pay for the fruit trees around the original homestead. But 

you must understal"ld that although compensation can be as high as 

R2000, it's not necessarily the full replacement value of the previous 

house." 

Why were some people not willing to accept betterment planning? 

"They don't like living so close to each other," Mr du Toit said. 

"And, historically, the people of Msinga have not always been happy to 

accept change. Mindyou, there are now other Msinga chiefs who are 

asking voluntarily for betterment planning. Of cour-se, it's no use 

trying to force it on anyone. In fact, we never do this. You have to 

persuade them tha t it's in their best interests." 

I asKed how much betterment pla<1ning at N"lala_Kahle and Sinyamel"!i 

would cost. The answer- was about Ri million over four years. 

I then asKed Mr du Toit if he -thought betterment planning was a 

feasible solution. Did he, in fact, see any hope for- Msinga at all" 

He looked at me in some surprise. "Of course there's hope. 

Otherwise we wouldn't be doing it." 

I want to believe that he is right. Meanwhile, Msinga must stand as 

an oHen unsightly monument (but not the only one) to an ideology 

which never had any hope of practical success. Msinga maKes you 

realise that "separate development". even as its foundations were laid 

in the mid-nineteenth century, has never meal"!t much mo"e thaI"! the 

almost rediculous underdevelopment and overcrowding of what are now 

best described as rural dormitories for labour whicr, is surplus to the 

requir-emer,ts of White South Africa. It makes )/OU realise, also, that 

"ethnicity" or "l1thnic identity" are terms used to justify Msinga's 



oHer, astonishing remoteness from the mainstream of the twentieth 

century. Meanwhile, we breaK Msinga family life and social struciures 

in the r,ame of economics, and at 'the same time we teach the people too 

much that is tawdry and foolish about Western Civilization - includi'1g 

how to 5·1>00t our guns. 

The r·esults of all these things will haunt and plague Natal, and 

indeed South Africa, for many years to come. 

F RE QUE NT MENTION has been made in this paper of an organisa tion 

operating in Msinga called Church Agric'.Jltural Project. Masterminded 

by a man called Neil AlcocK, t~,is self-hel., organisation aims at 

guiding rural people towards a form of agricultural self-'reliance 

which is not based or, costly inpu'ts of fertilizer, machinery and 50 

on. 

AlcocV started his career as a farmer in the Underberg district of 

Natal, but for the past 20 years has been actively engaged in worKing 

for underprlYileged BlacK people in 'the province. In 1962163 he 

founded I(upugani, a low-cost nutritious food outlet which has improved 

the health and long-term opportunity of countless thousands of BlacK 

children over the years. He then turned his attention to Church 

Agricultural Project. 

AlcoclC established project farms a't Haria Rachels on the Natal 

border with Swaziland and in the Highflab area on the South Coast. 

Then in 1971 he established another project farm, Hdul<utshani, on 1he 

edge of Msinga and began to grapple with 'the often appalling 

conditions in one of South Africa's most notorious rural slums. 

Over the years, AlcocK became deeply involved in the affairs of the 
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area. As an unrelenting champion of the underdog, he made many 

enemies. He was instrumental in legally forcing open one of many 

traditional BlacK rights-of-way whim White farmers, who (as we have 

already see!"l) moved onto the farms on the Weenen side of the 

Natal/Msinga border in the late 1970s, had closed them. He was 

instrumental, too, in securing maintenance for the child of a young 

Msinga woman who had been raped by a White farmer. In 19B1 his house 

on MduKutshani was burned down, but he continued to live there with 

his wife, Creina, "a 10nely'ilOd often controversial figure engaged'in a 

seemingly hopeless but determined struggle to bring stability and a 

better quality of life to the people of Hsinga. 

In September 1983, he became embroiled in the affairs of the 

Hthembu tribe which was torn by internal strife. Those men already 

mentioned, gunned down in their hut in the MashunKa area, are part of 

the story. Alcock struggled for peace. Towards the end of the month he 

organised a meeting of the four bitterly hostile factions. The meeting 

tool< place at Tugela Ferry. On the way home (he was lifting members of 

one of the factions) his vehicle was ambushed. Five of his passengers 

were Killed in the hail of bullets. AlcocK himself did not survive. 

The first time I met Neil Alcocl(, hardly six weeKS before he died, 

he was talKi!"lg to a woman who squatted at the door of his stone and 

thatch Hdul(utshani home on the southern banI( of the Tugela River. He 

showed me some spent cartridges the woman had brought with her. 

"Her hut was shot up last night by a gang of thugs," Alcocl( said in 

his blunt way. "They were looking for her son who had refused to join 

in some act of tribal revenge. But she tells me her son is in 

Johannesburg. They shot her only cow." 

I asKed what he could do to help her. "Hight be able to get some 



'LCor t o~ !:!!)!Ttpe!'lS6 bon." 

Would !'Ie go tc the police· ,4.:cocK looKeD at me a"IC snorted mildly. 

"She's already bee .... No .... s~.e 's come to me. I thin\; I Knc .. sC·IT,e o~ the 

people involved." 

I asKed him what he tt-.ougr,t were the basic problr.ms in Hsinga. He 

100Ke' a .. 'ay down the river a ... c! replied: "The pu.sa ... tr> is bei!1g 

destr'c.\, ed. Gra~t, cON:.Jptic,", e:-:ploita~ion, mur::!er. Neacly every' one 

WIth any cluthority in HSing. IS a thug. Tt,e ordi"a~y peclSant people 

bear the brunt o~ it." 

NE!I: AlcocK was buried pn,ately c,r Mc:uKutshani. His voice is 

sile ... ced. The b"uta! ia~ts 0" )-;s;' ,;e. remair,. 
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