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Abstract

This chapter explores the construction of migrant communities in a
neighbourhood called Fordsburg, in Johannesburg. The purpose of the chapter
is to give a brief historical overview of people of Indian origin since the early
1890s. Fordsburg was an area, a point of entry into Johannesburg, where many
people of Indian origin came to reside. Fordsburg, initially constructed as a
white immigrant, working-class community, quickly became home to pre-
viously indentured labourers who relocated to the then Transvaal. The neigh-
bourhood and its history is significant to the building of communities for people
of Indian origin in South Africa.

Keywords: Fordsburg, Indian enclaves, construction of community, identity,
belonging

1 Introduction

Fordsburg, a neighbourhood, has historically been associated with the ‘Indians’
of Johannesburg. Romantically characterised as noisy, aromatic and colourful,
this enclave, as in the case of Johannesburg itself, has a history forged in the
industry of gold mining. The purpose of the chapter is to document the history
of people of Indian origin since the early 1890s in a neighbourhood called
Fordsburg in Johannesburg. This was an area, a point of entry into
Johannesburg, where many people of Indian origin came to reside. Fordsburg,
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Fordsburg: The Building of a Community

initially constructed as a white immigrant, working-class community, quickly
became home to previously indentured labourers who relocated to the then
Transvaal. The neighbourhood and its placement are significant in the annals of
history of the people of Indian origin, their families and their identity, in
overcoming the racism and discrimination experienced since their arrival in
South Africa. It is impossible to focus only on people of Indian origin, within
this early history of their location to Johannesburg or even Fordsburg. Their
history is interspersed in the histories of nationalities trying to eke out a living
in early Johannesburg from the 1890s.

This chapter forms part of a bigger study from my doctoral research,
which was a sociological exploration of identity and community amongst
immigrant and migrant communities in Fordsburg. The thesis sought to
understand how communities are (re)constructed, not only from a historical
perspective, but how identities and belonging are shaped through these
communities. My study wanted to trace the construction of identity from the
earliest established communities to the diverse groups and nationalities that
comprise Fordsburg today, and in so doing, try to unpack the glue that holds
these communities together. Essentially, | was intrigued by how diverse migrant
groups came to construct a sense of community, and through decades, waves of
migrants groups have recrafted their own identity in Fordsburg, but together
they have contributed to the overall character and construction of the
community in Fordsburg (Rugunanan 2016). My study concludes that
communities are not safe, cohesive ‘neatly bounded constructs forged in our
imaginations’ (Rugunanan 2016:34), but instead are infused with the ugly and
beauty of everyday living.

Previous research on Fordsburg appears in the work of Brodie (2008),
Beavon (2004), Tomlinson et al. (2003), Cachalia (1983), Van Onselen (19823;
1982b) and Callinicos (1981), making brief reference to Fordsburg from a
historical point of view. More contemporary research focuses on migrant
communities in the post-2000 era. Jinnah’s (2013) study focuses on the Somali
community and their livelihood strategies in Mayfair and Fordsburg, while
Mahomed’s (2005) research determined that the successful economic
regeneration of Fordsburg was because it developed into an ethnic enclave.
Mahomed’s (2005) and Toffah’s (2009) study are developed within the
disciplines of urban settlements and planning. Research focusing on migrant
communities in Fordsburg is by Rugunanan et al. (2012), who investigated how
the traders at the Oriental Plaza claimed a sense of identity, citizenship and

87



Pragna Rugunanan

exclusion. Yengde (2014) began to focus on the emerging lifestyle and
changing habits of Indian labour migrants in the Fordsburg flea market, while
Munshi (2013) touches on the Bangladeshi community in Fordsburg.

2 Methodology

My research is the first comprehensive study that explores a (re)construction of
‘community’ not only from a historical perspective, but also from a sense of
identity and belonging that have developed from the era of the earliest
communities to the diverse groups and nationalities that comprise Fordsburg
today. I used a social constructivist research paradigm to carry out the research.
Social constructivism provides an analytical lens for how meaning is created
and experienced by members and how they understand their world (Creswell
2009). Weber’s concept of Verstehen, which considers the everyday realities of
people encapsulated within specific ‘historical settings’ (Neuman 2006:87),
provides an apt insight into how communities are constructed. Five ethnic
groups: Egyptians, the Bangladeshi, Indians, Pakistanis and Malawians and the
sixth group, the South African Indian traders in the suburb of Fordsburg, were
interviewed. The research took place from 2011 to 2014. For the broader study,
| used a case-study approach (Berg 2004:251), as Fordsburg is a diverse
neighbourhood, a historical landmark in Johannesburg, where indentured
labourers travelling from Natal made their home. The study included 82 semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with individuals, representatives of organisa-
tions and local government officials, and informal interviews with some
individuals were also conducted. Secondary research included documents,
photographs, artefacts, direct and participant observation technigues to
triangulate inferences. This chapter is an output of my doctoral research and
provides a historical account of the founding of Fordsburg, and the communi-
ties that came to inhabit this young neighbourhood in the fledging city of
Johannesburg. It purports to narrate how early communities established,
contested and challenged concepts of belonging and the politics of belonging
(Yuval-Davis 2011) within a South African context where forms of citizenship
and nationalism were contested. The chapter shows how the then ‘Indian’
community rooted itself into Fordsburg by establishing schools, places of
worship and livelihoods. This is all based on archival research. The chapter then
provides an empirical account of how a community member, born in Fordsburg
in the 1930s, takes us through events in his life, illustrating how communities
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created a sense of belonging to a place when spaces were contested. The people
who live in the communities proceed to shape the community’s character by the
livelihoods they craft within it.

3 The Founding of Fordsburg

My story begins with the accidental discovery of the gold reef in 1886 on the
farm Langlaagte, on the Witwatersrand that would herald a city, Johannesburg,
which continues to this day to serve as a beacon of hope for migrants from
across the continent and beyond. Fordsburg was proclaimed in 1888, shortly
after the founding of Johannesburg in 1886. Lewis P Ford and Julius Jeppe
bought parts of the Langlaagte farm on which Fordsburg was established.
Fordsburg was laid out on the western side of early Johannesburg with
Jeppestown on the eastern side (Beavon 2004:53).

The search for gold was a catalyst for the birth of Fordsburg,
constructed as a white working-class settlement, becoming attractive to a
community of immigrants from across the world eager to make their fortunes
in the emerging city of gold. The area became home to a diverse group of
immigrants, infused with a mixture of cultures and nationalities, focused on
serving the economic needs of the emerging thriving gold mining industry.
Immigrants from across southern Africa, Europe, Britain, North America, the
Middle East and New Zealand (Brodie 2008:52) came to Johannesburg. In
addition, a variety of ‘African tribes’ were also interspersed with migrants from
‘Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Denmark, France, Belgium, Portugal, Italy,
Norway, Sweden, Russia, Greece and Romania ... Chinese, Syrians and
Australians, and even Americans’ (Brodie 2008:53). The second group of
people were associated with the secondary and tertiary industries that emerged
to support the burgeoning mining industry. This group included lawyers,
traders, shopkeepers, ox-wagon drivers, etc. (Callinicos 1981:9). Interspersed
amongst these groups of people, we can infer are people of Indian origin,
because as early as 1887, there is evidence of ‘racial prejudices against dark-
skinned people ... manifest[ing] itself in a geography of segregation’ (Beavon
2004:41). Already we see that land ownership became a controversial issue
when the Gold Laws of the ZAR (Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek) restricted any
person of colour, i.e. African, Indian, coloured, Malay, Chinese and children of
‘mixed-race’ marriages from owning land. Prime business sites and residential
areas were set aside for privileged whites (Sahistoryonline n.d.).
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For people of Indian origin, residential settlements were already
designed along racial and ethnic lines. As the town grew rapidly, people were
segregated into racially defined ‘locations’ or formal ghettoes (Parnell &
Beavon 1996:14) where they were ‘allowed’ to live. These ‘locations’ were
created along racial and ethnic categorisations of the pre-apartheid government
at the time. The ‘locations’ were known as ‘Coolie Location’ (Indian or Asian
location), ‘Malay Location’ (mostly Muslim Cape Malay) and ... ‘Kaffir
Location’ (African location) and these existed alongside the ‘white’ Brickfields
(Brodie 2008:127). Thus, even early Johannesburg was ‘constructed around
these ordained racial spatial divisions’ (Rugunanan 2016) where people could
live and trade along with their fellow racial kin (Tomlinson et al. 2003). Thus,
the people of Indian origin, coloureds and African people lived mainly in the
‘Coolie Location’ or along the marshy grounds of the Fordsburg Spruit (Mandy
1984:13), or among the ‘jumble of shacks made from scrounged materials’
belonging to African, Indian and coloured people who lived in the ‘Malay
Location’ (Beavon 2004:10).

In 1887, stands went on auction in the Main Street in Fordsburg. There
was little indication of how the land was to be used, whether for commercial or
residential purposes. By 1896, 6 000 people were occupying Fordsburg
(Beavon 2004). The close proximity to the gold mines (Robinson, Crown
Mines, Village Deep) and to the centre of Johannesburg made Fordsburg a
particularly convenient place to live. After the South African War (1899-1902),
miners brought their families to live in Fordsburg in small worker cottages,
suggesting the idea of longer-term settlements and permanence. Fordsburg in
the early 20" century consisted of workers mainly employed in service-related
industries that supported the mines, giving the neighbourhood a working-class
atmosphere.

One of the distinguishing markers that colour the neighbourhood and
remain true today, is the mixture of residential homes, small shops, small
industries, workshops, eating places, with the exception of bars. In 1887, to
accommodate the growing number of migrated Indian traders, an area of six
blocks of houses to the west of Fordsburg was founded (Jinnah 2013). The
closeness of Pageview and Burghersdorp to Fordsburg meant that Indians and
Afrikaners shared similar working and living spaces (Brink 2008:10). The
spillover of Indians from congested Pageview into Fordsburg resulted in the
movement of Afrikaans-speaking people out of Fordsburg and into other areas.
This ‘recycling of communities’, a feature that tends to reappear in Fordsburg
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throughout its history, is very much evident today, when the majority of people
of Indian origin, have either been forcefully moved out, or have rented and sub-
let their homes to other nationalities.

By 1915, Fordsburg could be characterised as a diverse community
made up of ethnically distinct English, Afrikaans, Jewish, Lebanese, Indian,
Chinese, coloured and African people (Brodie 2008). This brief contextual
background shows that Fordsburg was anything but a white immigrant suburb;
instead, each wave of migrants cast their own identity on the overall character
of Fordsburg. For the purposes of this chapter, attention will be given to the
history of people of Indian origin

4 The Indian Community
During the period 1860 to 1911, approximately 150 000 immigrants from India
arrived in South Africa to work on the sugar plantations in Natal, today
KwaZulu-Natal, as indentured labour (Bhana & Brain 1990:15). Unable to find
employment in India, this group of indentured labourers entered into labour
contracts guaranteeing them employment on the sugar plantations of Natal. This
group consisted mainly of Telegu, Tamil and Hindi-speaking Indians. The
second group of Indians consisted of free Indians or ex-indentured immigrants
who could return to India or were free to settle in southern Africa/Natal. The
opportunity for business and trade gave this group the impetus to travel to
Transvaal (one of the provinces in South Africa) and to Johannesburg in
particular. The third group, non-indentured migrants or ‘passenger’ Indians
(mostly Muslims from Gujarat), made their way to the Transvaal, paid their own
way, and arrived from 1870s onwards (Brodie 2008). This group consisted of a
mixture of artisans and traders, teachers, and interpreters, with the majority
being traders and hawkers (Bhana & Brain 1990:23). The Indian community in
the Transvaal comprised all three groups of Indian immigrants.

Both Cachalia (1983) and Bhana and Brain (1990) thus categorise
Indian migrants of this era as ‘trading class’, ‘wealthy merchant’, ‘hawkers’ and
‘petty entrepreneurs’. Characteristically, all of these groups had a strong
entrepreneurial flair. The majority of the ‘passenger’ Indians were relatively
wealthy Muslims, while most of the formally indentured Indians were Hindus
(Brodie 2008; Kuper 1960). However, the high ‘registration’ fees required to
start a business effectively excluded most Indians from setting up their own
businesses (Tomaselli & Beavon 1986:182). Given the restrictions, many

91



Pragna Rugunanan

resorted to hawking activities. Those ‘free’ Indians, mainly Muslim, sold fruits
and vegetables, while the more established ‘passenger’ Indians ran enterprises
in the wholesale market of fresh produce. The poorer group of ‘free’ Hindus
moved into flower selling (Joshi 1941), while Gujarati Muslims and Memon
traders from western India operated retail outlets (Bhana & Brain 1990:86). The
hawkers and pedlars, who were primarily Gujarati Hindus, lived in close
surrounding areas of Burghersdorp, Fordsburg and Vrededorp.

Since 1886, people of Indian origin were subjected to discriminatory
laws such as the Transvaal Law 3 of 1885 of the then Transvaal Republic, more
commonly known as the anti-Indian law, restricting access to residence and
trading rights for Indians. After the South African War (1899-1902), the then
governor of the Transvaal did not repeal the laws, but instead sought to
implement additional laws such as the Gold Law of 1908 and the Precious and
Base Metals Act, which prohibited all people of ‘colour’ (or ‘non-white”) from
owning land (Parnell & Beavon 1996). Other laws such as The Asiatic Law
Amendment Ordinance and the Asiatic Registration Act controlled further
immigration of Asians into the Transvaal, deported illegal residents and forced
every legal Indian in the Transvaal to carry a registration certificate at all times
(Brink 2008:22). Trying to control the movement of Indian people even further,
the Transvaal Land and Tenure Act of 1919 established separate living and
trading places (Tomaselli & Beavon 1986:182). Despite the combined
legislative practices and enactments, the policing of these Acts was spurious
since many ‘Indians effectively owned ‘white’ property through a nominee’
(Benjamin 1979:87).

Many of the passenger Indians came to South Africa with the intent to
leverage business opportunities. However, they were not wealthy, as they did
not enter South Africa with capital. Among the merchants who first established
themselves in Natal and then moved to Transvaal were among a wealthier group
of traders (Cachalia 1983:6). Other Indians found work in the catering industry,
or as employees in established trades or as petty traders, hawkers, waiters,
labourers and dhobies (laundryman) (Bhana & Brain 1990; Cachalia 1983). The
1896 Census shows that there were 3 398 Indians in Johannesburg, comprising
1572 Muslims and 1826 Hindus (Bhana & Brain 1990:84). Males out-
numbered females by eight to one.

The success of the Indian traders was quickly noted and credited to the
extended family system, hard work and kinship networks (Bhana & Brain 1990:
83). The following quote by a white man captures the Indian traders’ ethic:
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All seven days in the week are working days for the Indians and
they work from sunrise to sunset. On Sundays they write up their
account books and hawkers settle their accounts. Others either
keep the shop open on holidays blatantly or station a man outside
to smuggle customers in ... (Bhana & Brain 1990:84).

As people of Indian origin began to set down firm roots in Fordsburg,
the need for education became a priority. The development of schools in
Fordsburg from the 1900s to the 1970s attests to the importance of education in
the community, transmission of language and culture and the rooting of
communities.

5 Education
Prior to the 1900s, children of migrants and the local citizens had the choice
between Dutch-medium (government) education or an English-medium
(private) education. A number of schools were opened in the 1890s to serve
predominantly white English and Afrikaner children. The Fordsburg Church
School was opened in January 1891 and by 1892, listed 91 pupils and three
teachers on its roster (Brink 2008). In 1903, the Goede Hoop School in
Fordsburg was completed at a cost of £2 000. There were 315 pupils in this
school (Stals 1986:50), established to provide mother tongue tuition for
Afrikaans-speaking children. Through the combined efforts of a group of
Muslim traders, a school for Indian children was established in 1913 and began
with 136 pupils (Arkin 1989:107), indicating the presence of a significant
Indian population in Johannesburg. The government provided one of
Johannesburg’s first Indian schools in 1914, the Johannesburg Indian
Government School, commonly known as the Bree Street Indian Government
School (‘BIGS?) (Brink 2008:12). The school, situated on the corner of Bree
and Malherbe Streets, across from the Oriental Plaza, still exists and today
houses the Johannesburg Muslim School. Until 1939, the school only provided
primary education, but when additional classrooms were built, the school then
became known as the Fordsburg Indian High School (Carrim 1990). During the
period 1948-1968, residents from Pageview sent their children to primary and
secondary schools in Fordsburg (Carrim 1990).

The Shree Transvaal United Patidar Society in Fordsburg was
established by Mahatma Gandhi in 1912, with the Patidar Hall built in 1918 for
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the Hindu community. To ensure the transmission and continuation of the
Hindu language, culture and tradition, the Shree Bharat Sharda Mandir school
(SBSM) was founded in 1936 under the patronage of the Patidar society
(Maharaj 2012). The school was housed in the Patidar Hall in Fordsburg and
rooted within the Hindu faith; the words Sharda (learning) and Mandir
(temple), appropriately translates to ‘temple of learning’. A broader educa-
tional forum, the Shree Transvaal Hindu Educational Society, constructed a
formal structure to house the SBSM school in 1948. In 1955, a training college
for South African Indian teachers called the Transvaal College of Education
was opened in Fordsburg (Rugunanan 2016). These establishments indicate a
strong presence of people of Indian origin in Fordsburg.

Since 1913, schools catered for different race and religious groups.
Although Fordsburg was demarcated as a white area, provision was made for a
school for Indian children within the neighbourhood. Today, these schools still
actively contribute to the community, albeit with a changing demography.

6 Religious Places of Worship
The landscape of Fordsburg is filled with religious structures, attesting to the
diversity of groups in early Fordsburg. In the early 20" century, members of the
Muslim, Hindu, Catholic and Jewish communities established places of worship
and culture in Fordsburg. Itzkin (2000) attributes this religious tolerance to
Gandhi’s influence as he promoted mutual respect and cooperation between
Hindus and Muslims. The Patidar Hall had the dual purpose of hosting
weddings and accommodating several prominent overseas visitors; the school
and hall became an integral component of the community where culture,
language and religious practices could be imparted and sustained.

The sister neighbourhoods of Fordsburg, Mayfair and Vrededorp have
nestled within them numerous mosques. The Hamidia Mosque is situated at 2
Jennings Street, Newtown. The Hamidia Islamic Society, a leading Muslim
organisation in the Transvaal, was established in 1906 to look after the welfare
of Muslims. On 10 January 1908, Mahatma Gandhi (a Hindu) led a gathering
of Hindus, Muslims, Christians, and Chinese who burnt their passes in defiance
of the new discriminatory laws (South African Tourism n.d.). Various
nationalities of Muslim migrants still make use of this religious space today.
The Hamidia Mosque, together with the Gandhi memorial, a cauldron similar
to the one used to burn the passes, is a symbolic space remembered for its
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contribution to the passive resistance movement, but that space was not
confined to Muslims only; the unifying factor was the solidarity of the
immigrants against discrimination.

The landscape of early Fordsburg bears testimony to its diverse
community. There are a variety of mosques, churches of different denomina-
tions, and even a synagogue built in 1906, which shows evidence of a Jewish
presence. A formal place of worship for Hindu immigrants, a temple, is missing
from this history. Beavon (2004) records that a Hindu temple was burnt down
during the bubonic plague in 1904, but no further information of the temple
could be traced. Together with education and religion, sport also served to unite
people. While living spaces were segregated, sporting activities reached across
colour lines to build communities. In the early 20" century, the Rangers
Football Grounds in Mayfair South provided access to sporting facilities for
whites and Indians. This club was formed by a group of British miners in 1889.
Brink (2008) notes that teams with people of Indian origin from Fordsburg and
Mayfair also used the facilities.

The chapter, up to this point, sketched the establishment of Fordsburg
in 1888 and provided a historical background of the communities that came to
inhabit it. While it was designated as a whites-only neighbourhood, other races
and nationalities quickly moved in, such that Fordsburg takes on the ambience
of a ‘Little India’, a predominantly Indian area. Fordsburg became the entry
point for people of Indian origin into South Africa.

Pertinent to my study were the interviews with South African nationals
who stayed in Fordsburg or who had businesses in the area. Here | draw on the
narrative of one key informant, a Mr Patel (August 2013, interview) who played
a role in the resistance to apartheid. His recollections provide insight into how
communities were forged through solidarity against the discrimination meted
out to them and the role people of Indian origin in Fordsburg intrinsically played
in the anti-apartheid movement. Mr Patel’s insights also give authenticity to the
lives of people of Indian origin who came to inhabit Fordsburg from the 1930s.

Mr Patel’s parents came from India in the late 1920s. His elder brother
was born in India, but Mr Patel and his siblings were all first-generation
residents born in Fordsburg. In 1933, the family relocated from Bree Street to
Pioneer Avenue in Fordsburg, where Mr Patel lived until 1963. Mr Patel fondly
recounted the period 1940s and onwards and remembers that most of the Indian
community in Fordsburg lived in Bree Street, but that his family had moved to
Pioneer Avenue. Directly behind Pioneer Avenue, the residential complex for
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working and lower middle-class whites was established, called Octavia Hill
Flats. Mr Patel remembers the diversity of the people living in Fordsburg,
comprising a mixture of white families, six Indian families (of whom all were
tailors), a Lebanese family, a coloured family and two Chinese families. Mr
Patel narrates the story of a Lebanese family in the area whose business became
the biggest carpet manufacturer in southern Africa. Fondly, he recalls that the
area was called the ‘Gaza Strip’.

Mr Patel confirmed that people of Indian origin prioritised education
and the area where Mr Patel grew up in produced half a dozen doctors, two
teachers and an aeronautical engineer who studied in London. The importance
of education and establishment of educational institutions in Fordsburg,
discussed in early sections of the chapter point to the significance of the role of
education in the communities for people of Indian origin.

The building currently housing the Johannesburg Muslim School in
Bree Street was initially known as the Helpmekaar Skool (Afrikaans phrase
meaning ‘help one another’). Mr Patel recalls that this school only provided
education up to Standard 8 (currently Grade 10). A matric certificate (Standard
10/Grade 12 with exemption) was an essential requirement for university
education. Parents of Indian origin took up the fight for the right to a matric
qualification. They won this right in 1947 when the government of the day
established the Johannesburg Indian High School in Fordsburg to provide this
matriculation qualification. Parents of Indian origin were cognisant that a
Standard 8 education only, as it was known while the Nationalist Party was in
power, would deprive their community of future professionals and of uplifting
communities out of poverty. The first matriculation class consisted of only a
dozen pupils and included Ahmed Kathrada, who would later become an ANC
stalwart and Robben Island prisoner (Mr Patel, Interview August 2013).

From 1946 to 1970, Fordsburg became a hive of political activity,
reinforcing the rise of resistance across the country against the then apartheid
government. The Transvaal Indian Congress (TIC) mobilised and organised
Indian people, not only in Fordsburg, but in central Johannesburg, Sophiatown
and throughout the former province of the Transvaal. A turning point emerged
in the form of the 1946 passive resistance campaign. The pre-nationalist Smuts
Government had enforced the Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian Representation
Act 28 of 1946, which restricted the areas of residence and trade, and curtailed
the rights of Indians to acquire property (Mandela 1994:118). The Act crudely
became known as ‘The Ghetto Act’. In compensation for these restrictions,
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Indians were offered a ‘form of dummy representation’ in Parliament through
white representatives (Mr Patel, Interview August 2013).

Mr Patel documents that the highly politicised Indian communities in
Fordsburg, Vrededorp, Sophiatown, Johannesburg, and the former Natal
Province rejected the Act. In his autobiography, Mandela (1994:118) notes that
the Indian community in South Africa was ‘outraged’ at the Act and launched
a two-year passive resistance campaign starting in 1946, where 2 000 Indian
men, women and children went to prison in defiance of this law. The passive
resistance campaign in 1946 reminded Mandela of the 1913 passive resistance
campaign organised by Mahatma Gandhi. Many of those protesting and arrested
came from Pageview and Fordsburg. The campaign’s significance was an
important moment of reflection for Mandela. He says, ‘for two years people
suspended their lives to take up the battle ... no fewer than 2 000 volunteers
went to jail” (Mandela 1994:119). Mr Patel highlights the political conscious-
ness of the Indian people and the role played by the Indian community in
Fordsburg in establishing an approach and philosophy of non-violent struggle.

7 A Time of Chivalry

On the social front, Fordsburg was also remembered for its chivalry, romance
and gangsterism in the 1950s. Until the early 1960s, there were few forms of
recreational entertainment for people of Indian origin, coloured and black
people. They were limited to cinemas and sports fields. Other forms of
entertainment sprouted in the form of dance halls, gambling dens and shebeens
all around Fordsburg. They provided important spaces for social interaction,
meeting places and amusement. The dance halls and shebeens were in the
basement of Mangalam Flats on Central Road; this same basement served as
the World War 11 ex-soldiers club too, and thus became an important venue for
social interactions (Mr Patel, Interview August 2013).

Other residents remember with nostalgia that Fordsburg was very
vibrant during the 1960s and into the 1970s. They recount that it was a very
mixed society, with blacks, Indians and coloureds participating in the
entertainment. People congregated around Planet Hotel, which hosted jazz
sessions. Members of the community used to dress up when coming to the
movies, with the men in their tuxedos and the women in elegant regalia for an
evening out on the town (Rugunanan 2016). The residents’ memories evoked a
sense of nostalgia for the time; they remembered events as a time of chivalry
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and happy moments. One of the residents reminisces that black and coloured
people living in Soweto, Sophiatown, Newclare, and Coronation regularly used
to visit Fordsburg. In Pageview and Fordsburg,

we had Indian, coloureds all living together and we lived happily and
everyone was for each other. If something happened at someone’s
house the whole town would be there to assist. That was the difference.
We were united. And when we lived here, we were one unit (Interview,
Rugunanan 2016).

Despite racial differences, the Indian, black and coloured people
exuded a sense of community and social cohesiveness despite being segregated
by law.

Mr Patel recalls that, in the early 1950s, ‘I, myself, was a bit of a bugger,
dagga smoker and, of course, | told you there was this club, the ex-political
prisoners club, dancing, all sorts, billiard tables and snooker’. Around this time,
Mr Patel became acquainted with a known gangster. He recalls and quickly
gualifies that although he did not see it for himself, the gangsters used to operate
a protection racket. Indian merchants used to run their businesses in Fordsburg,
and one merchant would borrow from another to repay a loan. Sometimes the
financier would hire the services of someone with a dubious character to try and
extract the money from the person owing (Mr Patel, Interview August 2013).
So, even while there was a time for chivalry and romance, the socio-economic
circumstances led to a hidden economy of crime that reinforced a repetitive
cycle of poverty from which people could not escape. One of the residents
pointed out that class differences did not exist as much as the prevailing
conditions of overcrowding and lack of space. It was always the prevailing
sense of community that was in their uppermost thought — the memories of
togetherness and belonging of Fordsburg featured prominently. This common
situation probably fostered a high degree of tolerance and cohesiveness within
the community.

The study by Glynn (1981) provides three predictors of an actual sense
of community: first, expected length of community residency; secondly,
satisfaction with the community; and thirdly, the number of neighbours one
could identify by first name. The three predictors aptly describe the sense of a
community in the long-time residents” memories of Fordsburg; the participants
interviewed were either first- or second-generation community members; the
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discussion reflects the satisfaction of the community; and lastly, the close
proximity of the houses, neighbourhoods, common memories and shared
experiences reflect a ‘belonging’ people had for one another. Thus a sense of
community existed in Fordsburg during this period.

Fordsburg was forged, fashioned by the political constructs of capital
and the state and, almost unnoticed, took on an Indian identity, something
created by apartheid South Africa. The areas surrounding Fordsburg, for ex-
ample, Mayfair, were partly demolished and reconstructed as a white only area,
but Fordsburg itself, with a significant white and Indian population, remained
largely unaffected. There were attempts to force Indian people to move, for
instance, the state closed the Johannesburg Indian High School in an effort to
force people to Lenasia where it was relocated. It is recorded that in 1967, the
community of Fordsburg opposed the closure of the Johannesburg Indian High
School (Unknown 1984). Indian families who chose to remain in Fordsburg
were forced to send their children by railway transport to attend high school in
Lenasia. With time, the strategy of the state worked with the majority of the
Indian families relenting and moving out of Fordsburg. However, part of the
reason was also that the overcrowded living conditions became untenable.

8 Conclusion

The chapter began with a historical overview of people of Indian origin’s entry
into Transvaal. Their stay in a neighbourhood called Fordsburg, constructed in
1888, shortly after the proclamation of Johannesburg in 1886, is narrated against
the neighbourhood’s early development as it evolves from a white working class
neighbourhood to a ‘mini India’. By no design, the neighbourhood takes on an
‘Indian’ identity, illustrative of the number of people of Indian origin living
there. As the community sets down roots, the people of Indian origin are agentic
in constructing places of learning, worship, sport and recreation. Against this
backdrop of early history, a first-generation resident continues his reflections
and recollections of how the Indian community evolved and made Fordsburg
their own, in character, in compassion for other racialised groups and in
solidarity to one another. The chapter provides insight into how early indentured
labourers claim a sense of belonging to contested spaces in a country they are
excluded from because of their race.

99



Pragna Rugunanan

References

Arkin, AJ. 1989. The Indian South Africans: A Contemporary Profile.
Pinetown: Owen Burgess Publishers.

Beavon, K. 2004. Johannesburg: The Making and Shaping of the City. Pretoria:
UNISA Press.

Berg, B.L. 2004. Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences. 5
Edition. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Benjamin, A. 1979. Lost Johannesburg. Johannesburg: Macmillan South
Africa.

Bhana, S. & J.B. Brain 1990. Setting down Roots: Indian Migrants in South
Africa, 1860 — 1911. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press.
Brink, E. 2008. Fordsburg Heritage Survey. Johannesburg: City of

Johannesburg.

Brodie, N. 2008. The Joburg Book. Northlands: Pan Macmillan.

Cachalia, C. (ed.). 1983. From Survival to Defiance: Indian Hawkers in
Johannesburg 1940 — 1980. Johannesburg: South African Institute of Race
Relations.

Callinicos, L. 1981. Gold and Worker. Volume One. Johannesburg: Ravan
Press.

Carrim, N. 1990. Fietas: A Social History of Pageview: 1948 — 1988.
Johannesburg: Save Pageview Association.

Creswell, JW. 2009. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed
Method Approaches. London: Sage.

Glynn, T.J. 1981. Psychological Sense of Community: Measurement and
Application. Human Relations 34: 780 — 818.

Itzkin, E. 2000. Gandhi’s Johannesburg: Birthplace of Satyagraha.
Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press.

Jinnah, Z. 2013. Unfinished Journeys: Somali Lives and Livelihoods in
Johannesburg: An Exploration of Agency within Migration and Settlement.
Unpublished PhD thesis, University of KwaZulu-Natal.

Joshi, P.S. 1941. The Tyranny of Colour. Durban: EP. Commercial Printing
Company.

Kuper, H. 1960. Indian People in Natal. Durban: Natal University Press.

Maharaj, P. 2012. Shree Bharat Sharda Mandir School — A Temple of Learning
in the Heart of Lenasia. http://www.ieducation.co.za/shree-bharat-sharda-
mandir-school-%E2%80%93-a-temple-of-learning-in-the-heart-of-lenasia
(Accessed 5 January 2016.)

100


http://www.ieducation.co.za/shree-bharat-sharda-mandir-school-%E2%80%93-a-temple-of-learning-in-the-heart-of-lenasia
http://www.ieducation.co.za/shree-bharat-sharda-mandir-school-%E2%80%93-a-temple-of-learning-in-the-heart-of-lenasia

Fordsburg: The Building of a Community

Mandela, N. 1994. Long Walk to Freedom. London: Abacus.

Mandy, N. 1984. A City Divided: Johannesburg and Soweto. Johannesburg:
Macmillan.

Munshi, N. 2013. Lived Experiences and Local Spaces: Bangladeshi Migrants
in Post-Apartheid South Africa. New Contree 67 (Special Edition): 119—
137.

Neuman, W.L. 2006. Social Research Methods. Qualitative and Quantitative
Approaches. 6™ Edition. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Parnell, S. & K. Beavon 1996. Urban Land Restitution in Post-Apartheid South
Africa: Questions from the Johannesburg Inner-city. Geo Journal 39,1: 13
-19.

Rugunanan, P. 2016. Forged Communities: A Sociological Exploration of
Identity and Community amongst Immigrant and Migrant Communities in
Fordsburg. Unpublished PhD Thesis. Johannesburg: University of
Johannesburg.

Rugunanan, P., M. Seedat-Khan & L. Smuts 2012. A Sense of South African
Indianness: Citizenship, Identity and Experiences of Exclusion at the
Oriental Plaza in Johannesburg, South Africa. In Uys, T. & S. Patel (eds.):
Exclusion, Social Capital and Citizenship: Contested Transitions in South
Africa and India. New Delhi: Orient Black Swan.

SAnhistoryonline n.d. Black Residential Development in Johannesburg.
http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/black-residential-development-
johannesburg
(Accessed 2 August 2016.)

South African Tourism n.d. The Gandhi Memorial, Johannesburg.

(Accessed 15 August 2013.)
http://www.southafrica.net/za/en/articles/entry/article-southafrica.net-the-
gandhi-memorial-fordsburg

Stals, E.L.P. 1986. Die Afrikaners in die Goudstad. Volume Il. Pretoria:
HAUM.

Toffah, T. 2009. Urban Continuum: A Third Typology in Fordsburg. MA
Dissertation, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg.

Tomaselli, R.E. & K.S.O. Beavon 1986. Johannesburg’s Indian Flower Sellers:
Class and Circumstance. GeoJournal 12,2: 181-189.

Tomlinson, R., R.A. Beauregard, L. Bremner & X. Mangcu 2003. Emerging
Johannesburg: Perspectives on the Post-Apartheid City. New York:
Routledge.

101


http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/black-residential-development-johannesburg
http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/black-residential-development-johannesburg
http://www.southafrica.net/za/en/articles/entry/article-southafrica.net-the-gandhi-memorial-fordsburg
http://www.southafrica.net/za/en/articles/entry/article-southafrica.net-the-gandhi-memorial-fordsburg

Pragna Rugunanan

Unknown. 1984. Fordsburg Indian High School.
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AK2117/AK
2117-J2-21-V14-004-jpeq.pdf (Accessed on 12 June 2016.)

Van Onselen, C. 1982a. Studies in the Social and Economic History of the
Witwatersrand 1886 - 1914. Volume 1, New Babylon. Johannesburg:
Ravan Press.

Van Onselen, C. 1982h. Studies in the Social and Economic History of the
Witwatersrand 1886 - 1914. Volume 2, New Nineveh. Johannesburg:
Ravan Press.

Yuval-Davis, N. 2011. Power, Intersectionality and the Politics of Belonging.
Feminist Research Center in Aalborg (FREIA) Working Paper Series
Number 75.
http://www.freia.cgs.aau.dk/Publikationer+og+skriftserie/Skriftserie/
(Accessed 20 April 2022.)

Yengde, S. 2014. ‘Smartphone Migration’ Emerging Lifestyle and Changing
Habits of Indian Labour Migrants in Johannesburg. Social Trans-
formations 2,1: 3 - 33.

Professor Pragna Rugunanan
Department of Sociology
Auckland Park

University of Johannesburg,
prugunanan@uj.ac.za

102


http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AK2117/AK2117-J2-21-V14-004-jpeg.pdf
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AK2117/AK2117-J2-21-V14-004-jpeg.pdf
http://www.freia.cgs.aau.dk/Publikationer+og+skriftserie/Skriftserie/
mailto:prugunanan@uj.ac.za

