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    FOREWORD


    by Dr Judy Dlamini


    ‘Entrepreneurship has been the economic lifeblood of African women across the continent. Many, many township women are entrepreneurs, refusing to be limited by either education or resources, and this against the very limiting backdrop of coming from patriarchal societies and a disadvantaged educational and economic system. Instead, women seek out opportunities, and very often successfully navigate the severe restrictions against women in various industries, sectors, and businesses.’ These are the words of Rita Zwane, uMaZwane, a brilliant storyteller who overcame extreme challenges to be a respected entrepreneur.


    Reading this book felt like walking alongside MaZwane in her, and her family’s, life journey starting with their time in eNgoje in rural KwaZulu-Natal, and their move to the township of Umlazi in Durban where MaZwane was born and raised. I felt her pain of losing her dad whilst she was five months in her mother’s womb. I admired her mother’s resilience and resourcefulness: a single parent of six children with no education, but who took the bull by its horns to fend for her children. She’s one of the heroes in the book. When MaZwane faced her second challenge in the early years of her life – an unplanned teenage pregnancy – it was her sister uSibuzani who gave her a second chance by taking care of her son Senzo while she went out to seek a career for herself. Sibuzani is my second hero in the book. MaZwane’s resilience, resourcefulness and positive attitude can be traced back to these women of courage and selfless fighting spirit.


    Conquering the Poverty of the Mind takes us to a traditional Zulu home where a matriarch consults her offspring for major decisions, and where the majority view is respected. We witness the hustle of each family member teaching their survival skills to MaZwane. This serves her well as she ventures out to Johannesburg on the promise of finding a job. In Johannesburg, through her journey, we encounter Ubuntu from different people who give her a roof over her head, a friend who offers her old clothes to sell, a colleague who helps her with her dream to invest in herself by taking a secretarial course. The African proverb that it takes a village to raise a child is proven by the church ‘mother’ who takes a keen interest in MaZwane and becomes the eyes and ears of her mother in KwaZulu-Natal – someone the pastor’s wife had never met in person.


    MaZwane’s journey shows the importance of all the encounters in one’s life, from getting to know your own resilience, forming networks, and learning everything from each job, to taking an idea and turning it into your vision: MaZwane’s Imbizo Shisanyama. Every challenge is there to teach you something; every challenge shapes the person you become. Reading Conquering the Poverty of the Mind took me back to my fireside chat with uBab’ Richard Maponya, the godfather of township retail. He spoke about his struggles decades earlier when unsuccessfully trying to secure a restaurant licence in the township, his efforts to build a world-class shopping centre in Soweto and all the challenges he overcame – challenges arising from the apartheid laws of which the objective was to destroy Africans and any initiative to be self-sufficient. Like MaZwane, he never gave up.


    Conquering the Poverty of the Mind is the story of pain and triumph against all odds. It shows what a young woman from rural KwaZulu-Natal, a single parent with only a matric certificate to her name, was able to endure and achieve. It is a must-read for everyone who wants to have a window to the apartheid laws that Africans had to fight to survive; it shares lessons for an entrepreneur across generations.


    Your circumstances should not define your destiny. You are the master of your destiny. MaZwane had a dream, she visualised her dream and did everything to make it a reality. She demonstrates strength of character, hard work, resilience and positivity, and a can-do attitude. The support from her family members at different stages cannot be understated. She shares with the reader her valuable leadership skills, the importance of giving back, understanding your environment and your customer, and succession planning.


    Conquering the Poverty of the Mind is excellent. We need more stories like this – stories that remind us of how far we’ve come, and what’s possible. Stories that build us. Siyabonga MaZwane.

  


  
    FOREWORD


    by Steven Zwane


    At a time when entrepreneurship is desperately needed in South Africa, we look around for heroes from whom we can learn. This is especially true for black communities who lack business and entrepreneurship role models. The people of those communities have to pursue studies and then find employment, thus becoming consumers rather than producers. This is a result of many years of slavery and apartheid and also due to the fact that democracy has not really liberated us to the extent that we endeavour to be producers rather than consumers.


    This book shines a light on one of the unsung heroes of township economy: a woman who was brave enough to embark on an entrepreneurial journey, who had the resilience to persevere, and the audacity to disrupt the food and beverage industry by creating a sub-sector now famously called shisanyama (a place where people gather sociably to grill meat on an open fire). This is the story of a liberated woman who sought to be productive in one of the harshest operating environments.


    Conquering the Poverty of the Mind – From Shipping Container to BUSY CORNER is the story of entrepreneurial excellence and inspiration. We learn how MaZwane started from nothing to build a sound township economy business almost single-handedly in a male-dominated industry. Learning about how she went about it, her resilience, and her drive, is inspirational indeed.


    This book is for everyone raised in a similarly impoverished background – something so common for many South Africans who were brought up by a single mother and who had to take it upon themselves to chart a way forward. It is for those young professionals considering branching out into the world of self-employment; for those women and men starting and running small businesses in the townships who want to be inspired by a story representative of their environment; and for anyone who seeks to understand what informs the resilience of successful black entrepreneurs.


    In her characteristic easy-going and communicative manner, MaZwane reveals the source of her entrepreneurial inspiration, describes what drove her to start a business, and how she dealt with the various challenges and issues that she encountered as she sought to build a thriving township business that embraces a truly South African culture.


    She candidly shares her personal journey – one that is relatable and shows how authentic she is. It is impossible not to root for MaZwane as she describes her struggles and triumphs. Outstanding for me is how she embraced the positive and sought to build and take risks, instead of being overcome by the obstacles that stood in her way.


    I hope that by reading this book, you, like me, will be inspired by MaZwane who defied the odds, believed in herself, and who now challenges all of us to appreciate the look, feel, and language of entrepreneurship differently.


    MaZwane deserves to be recognised for her role in inspiring the women, men, and youth of Tembisa, Ivory Park, and Ebony Park in the East Rand of Gauteng, as well as others countrywide, for her role in creating a tourism node in the East Rand, and more importantly, for her drive to create jobs and opportunities in the very heart of the township.


    I have no doubt that whoever reads this book will learn from someone who seamlessly got the entrepreneurship thing right – someone who had the courage to document her story for all of us to learn from, and to use as an inspirational reference on our own journeys.
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    CHAPTER 1


    Once, my father…


    The Zwane family and Zululand are tied together as intimately as the blood of the Zulu nation is to the Ncome River. Our family clan formed part of one of the many Zululand kingdoms that were affected by the Voortrekker Zulu War and the Battle of Blood River in 1838 – kingdoms which were further divided by the 1879 Anglo-Zulu War.


    In order to enforce their control over the region, the British authority required each of the powerful Zulu royal houses to swear allegiance to the Crown. However, uZibhebhu, the leader of the Mandlakazi clan, refused to kowtow to the British demands of inter-clan restraint. Instead, he took advantage of a weakened King Cetshwayo and his Royal House of Usuthu and defeated them. Cetshwayo’s son and heir, Dinuzulu, refused to submit to Chief uZibhebhu or the British protectors, and cleverly devised a strategy to outwit both of them. He did so by shrewdly enlisting the help of a group of Transvaal Burghers under the leadership of Lucas Meijer, promising them land if they assisted him in successfully defeating uZibhebhu and the Mandlakazi. It did not take much convincing to persuade the Burghers who had trekked to the Transvaal to escape the oppressive rule of the British. The Zulu-Boer collaborative army was indeed victorious. On the 16th of August 1884, honouring his promise to the Burghers, Dinuzulu handed over the land as promised, and they proclaimed it the Nieuwe Republic, with Vryheid as its capital.


    In 1955 my father, 31-year-old Phinela ‘Mgobansimbi’ Zwane, and my mother, 25-year-old Ntombiza Zwane (MaNkosi), lived with their young family in one of the clan’s umuzi (homestead) in the village of eNgoje near Vryheid, northern KwaZulu-Natal. The village lies in a scenic landscape, with wide green valleys that fall between the folds of low, dark, distant mountains. In these valleys you can watch the seasons unfold in all their dramatic glory. In summer, when the low, heavy clouds blow in white with rain, you can track their slow, menacing advance across the violet skies that carry the accompanying thunder and lightning. The unrestrained beauty of eNgoje invigorates me every time I return to it.


    Vryheid (an Afrikaans word that means freedom) is a small town that lies at the source of the White and Black Umfolozi, and the Mkhuze and Pongolo rivers, and the landscape is populated with mountains, timber forests, cattle ranches, and maize, soya and groundnut plantations. I often wonder if the bitter irony of the town’s name and the growing stronghold of apartheid in rural towns was what prompted my father to consider leaving the small village of his birth.


    At that time, when he and my mother lived there, eNgoje was a typical rural umuzi with the iQukwane (traditional round, thatched Zulu dwellings), dotting the landscape, and domestic animals being herded and taken care of by one of my brothers, Mpisendlini. He was already adept with a leather whip to direct the clan’s small herds. As smoke trails snaked out of the huts and the sky only just began to lighten, the women boiled water and prepared breakfast for their families, and men’s heels kicked up the sand on the dirt roads they walked to their jobs.


    In the seven years after the National Party had taken power, my father worked as a herdsman at one of the white-owned cattle ranches and he also managed a bit of subsistence farming on his umuzi. His jobs required him to leave the house well before the sun had risen over the Kwofodo mountain, and he returned in the evenings just after the sun had slipped beyond the western horizon.


    In the evenings, after my mother had put the children to bed for the night, and after my father had eaten his evening meal, it was customary for my mother to discuss domestic matters with him. But one evening in 1955, my father asked her to leave the chores for a minute.


    ‘I know you are happy here, Ntombiza, so I’m not going to ask you to leave…,’ he started.


    My mother’s hands stopped in the soapy water; my father’s plate slipped through her fingers.


    ‘Leave? What are you talking about?’ She turned to face my father. She was heavily pregnant with my sister Sibuzani, and the thought of another change to the family came as a shock.


    ‘Listen to me. We have young children; you’re expecting our next child. The way things are going, it’s starting to look like even if the government did build a school for our children, the education they would receive would be inferior. It hasn’t even been ten years since the National Party came into government, and already you can see they’re erecting all types of legal roadblocks that will keep us from getting ahead. One by one, they’re going to make laws that oppress black people.’


    My mother sank heavily onto the floor next to my father, and put her hands over her ears. She did not want the dark shadow of politics falling across the step into her house. She did not want to hear the words that would change her family’s good life – and life was good in eNgoje. During the day she accompanied her sisters and aunts to the river to wash the family’s clothes, and while they gossiped and counselled one another, they watched their children play on the muddy riverbank and splash in the shallows. How could she leave all that behind? How could she leave her family?


    Seeing her distress, my father took up her hand in his, and tugged at it.


    ‘Listen to me, Ntombi...’


    But my mother would not meet his eyes; she didn’t want to hear another single word coming from his mouth.


    ‘Look at me!’ He stood up and lifted his foot in its dusty shoe in demonstration. ‘Look at how far I have to walk to work every day. The only work I can do involves my hands and my body. Everything I know has to do with farming. Neither of us can read.’


    Neither of my parents had enjoyed the benefit of an education. My father was right.


    ‘Is that what we want for our children?’ he asked, his voice gentler now. He knew that my mother’s dreams for her children knew no boundaries. She had visions for them that she couldn’t even begin to articulate.


    ‘But, how can we leave everyone that we know and trust?’ she asked.


    ‘I’m not asking that of you,’ my father said, ‘all I am asking is that you let me go and see if there is a better living to be had in Durban. Give us a chance. That’s what we need. It’s what we have to give our children – a fighting chance.’


    This time my mother heard in my father’s gentle pleading that he was not asking her to leave, but that he would be the one to go ahead and be the trailblazer. She looked up at him and nodded.


    In the months that followed, whenever inquisitive neighbours or visitors questioned my mother about her husband’s absence from the family home, or when she had her own natural insecurities that made her knees shake, her doubts were dispelled when she reminded herself of his words: ‘I’m going to give eThekwini and our family a chance.’


    My father’s dream of improving his job prospects were realised to some degree when he managed to find a job at one of the factories in Jacobs, an industrial area just south of Durban. Here, large industrial companies manufactured paper, paint, mineral liquids and detergents, and the like. I imagine that my father regularly thought of his family at home while he walked along Voortrekker Street in Jacobs to his factory job, in the same way that my mother thought of him and remembered him to my siblings as they ate meals without him in eNgoje.


    Of course there were visits home over the next nine years – homecomings that involved bringing clothing, groceries, small gifts, and sometimes big gifts, like the sewing machine for my mother.


    It was during his visit to eNgoje in April over that Easter weekend in 1968 that he tentatively broached the subject of finally moving my mother and the family to join him.


    ‘I want you to think carefully about bringing the children and joining me in Umlazi. I’ve found a small plot and I’m building us a house. I’m tired of living a bachelor life.’


    While my mother made no firm decision that holiday, my father kept on pressing her, urging her to make the move.


    ‘If we remain here, I will never earn enough to build a foundation for our children. It scares me that if we don’t, their futures will be limited. The government doesn’t want an educated black community. It means our children will have no future. If they don’t learn to read and write and study, they will be poor for the rest of their lives. We owe them more than that, Ntombiza. We’re going to take them to eThekwini where they can be educated and become strong, independent citizens.’


    During the same holiday visit, my mother fell pregnant with me.


    When my mother learned that she was expecting for the sixth time, she finally gave in to my father’s stubborn urging, and she and my siblings duly made the move to Umlazi, the township that lies 18 kilometres to the south of Durban. Although it is now the fourth-largest township in South Africa, and the only township to have its own number plate (NUZ), back in 1968 Umlazi was barely a year old. It was inhabited predominantly by displaced Cato Manor residents and black labourers like my father, who had come from the rural areas to work in the industrial areas south of Durban. In those early days, Umlazi was a green, hilly township, and it rapidly grew into a settlement of informal homes that clung to the hillside in uneven terraces and that were made out of wood, corrugated iron, and other cheap building materials.


    It must have taken tremendous courage for my parents at different times to leave behind their family and friends and head south to eThekwini, the bustling township where life’s pace would be very different from the quiet life they had known in eNgoje. When my father had moved to Umlazi the year before, he had arrived in the chaos of a brand new informal settlement, staked his claim amid banana, avocado, and mango trees, and built the four-roomed dwelling to house his growing family.


    When my mother arrived in the township, she had to hit the ground running, even though she was well into her pregnancy. Five children meant finding five ways to feed them. My father had bought my mother the sewing machine, as she was an accomplished needlewoman who had learned the skill as a maiden in eNgoje. My father also bought her a bolt of fabric and she wasted no time in putting her head down over the machine and turning out expertly-stitched garments to sell. She stood up every now and then and walked about the house to relieve the aches and pains associated with her sixth pregnancy. I am sure that my impending arrival must have put pressure on my parents, even though they felt honoured to have been blessed with another child.


    My parents were God-fearing people and regular church attendees. They were devoted to their families and their children, and they saw as their lives’ purpose the responsibility of raising healthy children with a strong moral foundation and a sound work ethic. Everyone in the new house in Umlazi was responsible for contributing to its efficient management. In the same way that my older sister Sibuzani and my brothers Mpisendlini, Mnikeni, Sengathi, and Siphabani had carried out chores in eNgoje, new domestic chores were allocated in Umlazi to ensure that my parents were assisted in their bid to build a new life for our family. My father paid for the fabric, my mother stitched it into garments, and my sister or brothers would go door to door in the township, selling them to other homemakers.


    As the spring of 1968 approached, my mother found herself settling into communal life in the burgeoning township. She made new acquaintances at the local church and she greeted her new omakhelwane (neighbours) with friendliness and enthusiasm. However, nothing beats the familiarity and love and support of lifelong friends and family, and her thoughts often returned to the joy and laughter on the muddy banks of the river at eNgoje.


    In the mild, warming month of September, the hibiscus flowers bloomed red, pink, and yellow. My brother Mpisendlini had turned 16, and my mother was grateful that he had already carried out the traditional puberty ceremony back in eNgoje. It was important to my parents that their strong traditional Zulu culture and its structures and disciplines were passed on and maintained by their children. In the traditional umuzi every family member has their role, and my mother saw it as her responsibility to ensure that the Zwane family and clan traditions were upheld and celebrated.


    As she turned the handle of her sewing machine where she sat at the window, the smell of cotton fabric fresh in the house, she touched a hand to her swollen belly and wondered whether God would provide the blessing of a son or a daughter. Sibuzani was her only daughter and she thought that perhaps another daughter might offer a measure of change from her beloved but boisterous sons. However, she asked for nothing more than a healthy child. This child would be the first Umlazi Zwane baby. Maybe there would be others. Only God knew that.


    My mother’s contentment in the four-roomed house in Umlazi grew and she began to look forward to the new baby even though another child meant an added responsibility. She and my father lay in bed at night, the sounds of my siblings’ whispered voices and stifled giggles coming through the thin dividing wall to them. It was the sound of their children’s contentment in spite of the changes they had to contend with. My mother lay in my father’s arms, and they felt warm with pride that their children were settling in. They both contributed to the family’s upkeep, they had a roof over their heads and food in their bellies; they had much to be thankful for.


    My mother was immensely proud that my father had made good on his promise to go to eThekwini and make a go of things. He had worked steadily in the almost-decade since he’d left eNgoje, and year on year he improved his prospects, so that by the time my mother arrived with the family to live with him, he had secured a good job as a labourer with the South African Railways, which is now Transnet. If my father held onto his job, our family would have security, and the dreams they had for their children would become a reality.


    Shortly after the family moved into the house, they celebrated my father’s transfer to the South African Railways workshop at Durban Harbour. It was with a great sense of pride that my mother prepared lunch for him to take to work every day. While money might not have been flowing in those early days, my father was the hardworking breadwinner, and my mother ensured that he was fed like the king that he was in her eyes. On the evening of the 1st of September as he prepared to leave the house for the night shift that was to follow, they chatted about the children. Then my mother handed my father his packed meal and wished him a good shift.


    In the early hours of the 2nd of September 1968 word reached my pregnant mother that my father had taken his own life at Durban Harbour.
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    CHAPTER 2


    A mother’s love


    My father’s unexpected death left our family reeling. The Zwane family insisted that my pregnant mother return to the village so that the family could support her during her mourning and pregnancy. She was overwhelmed with grief; unable to fathom what problem had been so insurmountable that my father felt he could no longer live.


    In the haze of confusion that follows such a traumatic tragedy, my mother was torn between the heart-wrenching sorrow she felt and being overwhelmed by the enormous task of single parenting that stretched before her, as her children were still young. Then, she would also feel me move inside her belly and remember that she had another child on the way.


    There were times when the Zwane women in the isolated village had to insist on her being confined to bed rest. They gave her natural remedies to maintain the pregnancy. On the nights when she felt sure that she might miscarry, the women took turns to administer to her and pray that she would make it through to the morning when they might somehow find a way to get a neighbouring villager with a car to take her to the hospital some distance away. My mother often underplays those frightening thoughts of a disturbed pregnancy, and jokes that I was a fighter even then.


    As the months passed, my mother resigned herself to the new role that awaited her in Umlazi. It would have been easy to remain in eNgoje. When anyone experiences an extreme emotion, it’s natural to stay where we feel safe and supported, but my mother and father had made a pact, and she would honour that agreement: none of their sons were going to be herdsmen. With that promise firm in her mind, my mother returned to Umlazi, heart-sore and heavy in the last stages of her pregnancy. There was no possibility of giving up. Life continued.


    On the 7th of January 1969, four months after my father had passed away, I was born in the King Edward Hospital in Durban, and my mother named me Phumlaphi.


    Within days of giving birth, my mother strapped me to her back, and got down to business. The mourning period had to end. Her daughter had been born; it was time to grit her teeth and face the challenges head on. There was no longer my father’s regular income flowing into the Zwane home; everything that our family needed going forward would be my mother’s responsibility.


    There was no stopping her. If an idea occurred to my mother in the lonely hours of predawn, she would get up and busy herself, eager to put the idea into practice. My mother was the queen of seizing every opportunity that presented itself. If a job or a service or a product could turn a rand, then my mother was up for it. She might not have been able to read and write, but she definitely knew what it took to put food in her children’s mouths.


    Her curiosity and her eagerness to seek out opportunities landed her at a block of flats in Chelmsford Road in Bulwer, where she worked for the greater part of my youth. She was offered work as a domestic worker by some of the flat dwellers in the block. My mother grabbed the chance. Sometimes, if there was nobody to look after me, I was slung over her shoulder secured in a blanket, and jiggled about on her back as she went through the backbreaking work of polishing floors, cleaning ovens and doing the laundry.


    My mother was probably what we’d call obsessive these days – obsessive about cleanliness. Clean meant clean – there were no half measures for MaNkosi. You did a job properly, or you didn’t do it at all. You pulled your weight, or you got reprimanded. When my mother cleaned the oven, she didn’t just wipe a rag over the glass or the internal panels. She took out her screwdriver, and dismantled the entire oven door, so that she could clean any oven spatters that might have seeped in between the glass panels. When you entered any one of the flats that my mother worked in, you’d know that she had been there – every surface sparkled.


    As I grew older, I would toddle along next to her and we often left the block of flats with newspapers neatly folded and tucked under our arms. My mother’s ‘waste not, want not’ credo meant that even if something was used or discarded, it still had a use. It was valuable, and she would find a purpose for it. She literally turned newspaper into money. She collected the previous day’s newspapers from the flats she’d worked in, and sold them to the umamas (mothers or kind ladies) who sold amanqina, a chicken feet dish, at the Umlazi and Berea stations.


    My mother’s eyes were everywhere, seeking out opportunities that everyone walked past every day and failed to notice. The job at the flats would buy our food. The newspapers sold would buy transport for Mnikeni, Sengathi, or Sephabani to go to school. There wasn’t a single business break that escaped my mother. I would certainly say that hers was the original ‘townshipreneur’ generation – men and women who had to hustle to provide a service or a product to bring an income into the home.
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