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    Don’t you know


    They’re talkin’ ’bout a revolution


    It sounds like a whisper


    Poor people gonna rise up


    And get their share


    Poor people gonna rise up


    And take what’s theirs


    – TRACY CHAPMAN

  


  
    Preparing for the Revolution


    The Zulu fighting stick made a flashing arc through the air above my head, deflected in desperation by ubhoko, the shielding stick, in my left hand. I retaliated, striking up and over Sigegeni’s ubhoko down towards his right ear. My umshiza fighting stick struck a glancing blow on his bare shoulder as he ducked to my left, while his stick swung around and hit me hard in the ribs, a stinging blow that left me winded.


    I stepped back, my ubhoko on guard. The stick was heavy in my tired, skinny arms. I was taking a beating, my skin covered in red welts from his strikes. Sigegeni circled, sensing victory, and quickly swung at my left side again; my ubhoko slowed his strike but did not stop it painfully flicking off my forearm. I could feel the tears rising in my eyes. When he challenged me, I’d accepted, but I was only ten and he was older and stronger.


    Suddenly Mboma rushed between us. He was the older boy, the gosa who supervised the stick fights.


    ‘Why did you not just say maluja wena, GG?’ he scolded me, pushing us apart and ending the duel. Maluja means ‘mercy’ and once called out it ends the fight immediately. I shook my head, gritting my teeth, close to tears. Angazi! I don’t know! The lessons I learnt in Msinga were from a tough school, but they were ones that led me into a new world.


    Growing up, the lessons I learnt were Zulu lessons. Stick fighting duels were one-on-one. Zwili wars were fights between gangs, all-day running battles between Mashunka Mountain and Ngongolo Ridge as we herded goats. Armed with long bendy sticks which we use to flick the fleshy aloe seeds called amazwili, so called for the insane speeds at which they whizzed past your ear, zweeee. We started learning to flick a zwili when we were about seven and by the time we took part in the zwili wars we could probably take an eye out with the fleshy green bullets. A zwili war was a serious affair. The armour was most important, zwilis hurt. Our armour was generally a piece of cardboard stuffed inside our T-shirts or a thick jacket. The ammunition was plucked from the aloes, so we either fought among the plentiful aloes down near the river or filled pockets and packets when the war moved up the mountain slopes. We learnt the arts of war, using cover, circling each other, attacking and retreating in the dongas and among the rocky outcrops. At dusk peace would be declared and we would scatter down little footpaths to our homes where candles were already flickering in the winter darkness.


    The district of Msinga was a hard place to grow up, but while we learnt the lessons of war, we also learnt the lessons of community, sharing, mutual care and looking after one another. My brother Khonya and I grew up on the banks of the Tugela River in a small mud hut. Our family was poor, living like the Zulus around us in what was then one of the most violent, poverty-stricken places in South Africa. It was a life of hardship but yet it was a time of happiness.


    We knew every footpath in the hills. Every fruiting bush and tree. We hunted birds and mice, roasting them on little fires until their bones were crisp and ready to eat. We caught barbel fish on soap, sucked nectar out of aloe flowers, and dug tasty grubs out of the stems. Every day offered new opportunities. Something different, a chance to innovate. And although I did not know it then, I was learning the lessons that would inspire and support my subsequent ventures in African informal economies.


    My father, Neil Alcock, was a rich and successful dairy farmer who gave up that life and its luxuries in the 1950s for a life dedicated to the development of black communities, initially focusing on malnutrition. At the time South Africa had one of the highest malnutrition rates in the world, despite a milk surplus which was being dumped to maintain high milk prices. My father’s idea was to channel agricultural surpluses, such as excess milk, to hungry people in desperately poor rural areas. At a time when all milk was sold to large corporates, my father started selling it to local Zulu men who had no jobs, but had bicycles. They would sell the milk as amasi, sour milk, cycling the footpaths of the ‘African reserves’, the homelands of the time. This ‘little experiment’ would later become my father’s life and passion. In 1961 he sold his farm and set up a national feeding scheme called Kupugani.


    In 1975, my parents moved from a project based on Catholic Church land to the district of Msinga, setting up a community pro­ject called Mdukatshani. Mdukatshani’s purpose was to improve the lives of the local people through agricultural, craft and land use models. It was work that brought my father into conflict with government authorities, white farmers and the local police, while winning him the trust and friendship of thousands of powerless and poor people who had no voice to speak for themselves.


    Neil Alcock’s way was different from most other community development organisations in that he believed it was important to be part of the community, to respect local culture and local tribal structures and be cognisant of the histories of the tribes we lived among. He raised my brother and me in the same vein. For Khonya and me, Zulu was our first language and, like all the other Zulu kids, home was a mud hut with no electricity, no fridge, no running water.


    My father was killed when I was 14. He had become a thorn in the side of the authorities and paid the price of being too effective in challenging the oppressors of the local people. It was the compassion of our Zulu community that sheltered us and kept us going. My mother soldiered on and still lives there today, as does my brother Khonya, continuing to impact the lives and rural economies of local people in unique and people-centred ways. I tell this story in Third World Child: Born White, Zulu Bred.


    Although I had no idea what I was going to do when I grew up I knew there was no chance of university. ‘We can’t afford to send you to varsity,’ my father had told me, ‘but I will bring you up prepared for a life in Africa.’ This upbringing would surpass any varsity or business school: the lessons of culture, language, stick fighting, lifestyle and tribal politics, along with shared poverty and community, would prepare me for an intimate understanding of the great informal marketplaces of Africa.


    Post-school, after a short training course in development, I spent four years as an activist and community worker. This was not, however, the job for me; there was no glory in poverty. In 1991, like many of the men of Msinga I moved to Joburg, a migrant worker. It was a long journey of hard manual and low paid work. But although it seemed like a job that led nowhere at the time, I soon discovered there was a demand for my knowledge of, and access to, the mass informal marketplaces of Africa and the people who reside there.


    These great informal marketplaces range from muti markets of herbal and plant medicines and charms, to community based savings stokvels, to cluttered table tops of sweets, cellphones and vegetables, to retail spaza shops, the hole-in-the-wall corrugated iron supermarkets of Africa, to munching delicious traditional food at kasi kos takeaway outlets that serve everything from cow’s head, to kotas and delicious oily vetkoek. In these townships and rural areas I saw a new world, the world my dad saw, a world of small people doing big things, transforming Africa a little bit at a time.


    This is the next great frontier of Africa, the informal business sector, as unknown and unexploited by regulators or corporates as deep outer space. We know more about the wildlife of Africa, its habitats, feeding habits, life cycles, ecosystems, fauna and flora than we know about the informal market and the people who live in it. Its riches are as unreachable to most corporates and marketers as the great gold mines of King Solomon’s Mines.


    Kasi is the South African term for the township, a living marketplace of intertwined businesses, social points, entertainment venues, services and homes. In this book I have chosen to use the term KasiNomics to describe the informal sectors of Africa, whether they are in a township, a rural marketplace, a megacity or in the shadow of skyscrapers. Call it what you like, the emerging market, the informal sector, the mass market, the traditional market, survivalist economies – the list of terms is endless.


    This KasiNomic sector in Southern Africa, however, shares huge similarities with that in most parts of Africa where I have travelled or worked; local nuance and terminology may differ but overall the massive informal economies are governed by the same rules, the same constraints, and are energised by a merchant population who are intimate with its workings. This book is about the revolution taking place in this sector, about the unquantified scale and the power of this as an economic engine for countries – and, most importantly, as a means of life and success for the majority of our low income populations.


    The KasiNomic Revolution is a murmur in the streets, a grassroots economic rising which has grown organically despite government and business regulation, and which is the future of African economic activity.


    Mbongiseni Buthelezi wrote the following on how, in oral societies, records and history are invisible and easily lost:


    And there are many people on whom the written record is almost completely silent. To get to know anything about such people we have to excavate silence.


    And to understand the informal economy we need to ‘excavate silence’. These are oral, unwritten societies with no MBAs, no marketing strategies, no buyers and merchandisers … Actually, no, I lie; they have sophisticated marketing strategies, their experience and capabilities can challenge many MBAs and they procure and merchandise and have sophisticated consumer marketing techniques.


    This is why they survive and why they prosper. In many cases businesses in this sector do not want to share the size of their business or their profits, as large or small as they may be, to escape undue attention from family, tax authorities or criminals; they mistrust outsiders to their local community; they are often on the street illegally; they prosper in the shadow of a formal world which looks down on them, seeing them as nuisances, clutter, litter, smelly, insignificant. To discover this huge sector and what drives it we must excavate silence, hear the murmur in the streets as it becomes a roar, and prepare for a rising KasiNomic Revolution!

  


  
    Minanawe


    Owami, 


    Ca owami, 


    Ngeke owami


    Ubonwe yimi!


    Like agitated meerkats leaping up and down, peering into the distance and chattering to each other, we shouted out our claims. A woman was striding elegantly along the riverbank, her head piled high with domestic goods.


    ‘Mine.’


    ‘No, mine.’


    ‘Never – she’s mine.’


    ‘I saw her first.’


    We were ferrymen – well, ferry boys – doing stand-in duty for the ferryman, Delani Mbatha. For every fare we earned five cents per person and another five cents per large bag or sack. That was half of the ten cents we charged for crossing; the rest we handed over to Delani when he returned. The old aluminium ferry was the only crossing over the 50-metre wide Tugela River between Tugela Ferry, 30 kilometres downstream, and Tugela Estates about 20 kilometres upstream. One could wade across thigh deep at a few points in winter, but in summer it was the ferry or the bridge.


    This was my first business transaction. Along with Mboma, Linda and Mkhombeni, my brother Khonya and I would lie naked on the flat rocks above the ferryboat warming our bodies after regular splashes in the river. Scanning the riverbanks looking for clients, we would shout out ownership and bound down to help the clients onto the wobbling ferryboat and then paddle them into the swiftly flowing current.


    The ferry was the taxi rank of the rural area. The riverbanks were where all forms of trading and business happened. Huge bags of dagga were traded on the banks for clothes, tackies or maize meal. Goats were transported across to be sold as sacrifices for a ceremony, and singing bands of lobola parties would cross bearing the ceremonial gifts and lobola requirements for the bride’s family. It was a place of gossip, trade and money, traditional, legal and most often illegal and we absorbed its lessons and experiences.


    My next lesson in business was as a migrant worker in the city of promise, where all the men of Msinga headed sooner or later in search of fame and fortune. I hitch-hiked to Joburg with all my earthly belongings in my backpack and squatted at the home of a family friend, Adriaan, in Yeoville. Not far away in Jeppe hostel my omkhaya, home people, arrived in Joburg and in the same way squatted with kin. Space and opportunity were shared among these omkhaya, the newbies contributing for their food through menial tasks from cooking to cleaning to errands to the shops. Job opportunities are not found as much through walking the streets as through recommendations to the boss of a family member, ‘a hard worker, and honest, boss!’ Whole sectors or companies could end up with one clan or tribal group all working there from this recruitment style.


    There is a township joke about the difference between whites and AboDarkie which goes:


    Got a job!


    White person: Congratulations


    AboDarkie: Awusifake phela nathi lapho (Please also find us a space (job) there)


    Using whatever contacts I had in Joburg, and desperate for work, I took any job I could find, initially laying bricks from 7am till 5pm on a building renovation site in downtown Jeppe. Later, welding burglar guards, servicing cars and translating for the odd journalist who wanted to access the townships and hostels which were otherwise no-go areas in the early 1990s. The hostels were home ground for the people of Msinga and they were soon familiar territory for me. Hostel payphones were my first interface with business.


    Using my access and omkhaya network of former stick fighters and zwili gang members, I later set up and ran a public telephone network in downtown Joburg and in the migrant worker hostels. I could offer them a job and the Msinga reputation for toughness meant no one ever tried to hold up the phone shop managers or take my money as I collected cash from shop to shop.


    When I was offered a permanent job at pioneer marketing activations business Group Africa, I leapt at it. Even though I was a rep on a measly salary, given a rattletrap car and sent back into the township, it was a real job. And soon I was a director and bringing my home boys into jobs on our activations teams.


    Group Africa were the pioneers of marketing in rural areas. Huge roadshow trucks travelled around rural areas and townships. Like the circus coming to town, the village, the township, the rural area, even the local schools closed down for the day, thousands of people gathered for the entertainment. The Group Africa roadshows were about brand marketing, but the messages were packaged in highly entertaining theatre-like shows. The roadshows were an experience which built brands like no other advertising at the time, especially in a world before TVs, limited billboards and generally only radio reach into homes.


    Nancy Duma’s father was half Zulu and half Indian, and Nancy had a slightly Indian look which meant that in the beginning she fitted nowhere, neither Zulu nor Indian. However, she was sent to Indian schools, and became fluent in English, while Zulu was her home language.


    In Nancy’s early teens, the Zulu men in her family put their foot down and recalled her from her Indian school in Durban bringing her home to the family in distant rural Gingindlovu. Everyone contributes in a Zulu home, and Nancy was no different. After school every day Nancy sold apples at the nearby roadside market on the busy Durban-Eshowe main road. Walking up and down Nancy hawked her apples to cars that had stopped to view the traditional African meat platters, cowskin beshus and isinenes and rows of carved ornaments. Cheeky, bright and energetic, little Nancy would race over to the cars extolling the virtues of her delicious apples in Zulu or in English. She was an anomaly, speaking both languages fluently.


    The Group Africa roadshows were a perfect selling opportunity and on weekends Nancy followed them when they were anywhere close to Eshowe. The roadshow day was like pension day; people had money and were happy to spend. Nancy would set up on the edge of the dancing chanting crowd and do business while dancing along to the shows at the same time.


    Kingsley Holgate, Nondwayi as the Zulus fondly call him, and his wife Gill, also known by her Zulu name Mashozi, are most famous as the bearded African adventurer and his intrepid family exploring the darkest parts of Africa, circumnavigating the continent, travelling the waterways of Africa from Cape Town to Cairo, surviving pirates, renegade armies and multiple ravages of malaria and other tropical diseases. But before this Kingsley and his boyhood friend Barry Leitch established the Zulu cultural village of Shakaland close to Gingindlovu, and later co-founded Group Africa, running roadshows around Zululand.


    Mashozi always smiled at the cheeky young girl with the apples as she browsed the traditional meat platters at the cultural village. ‘Soon she would stop to buy my apples just to say hello to me,’ Nancy remembers fondly. ‘Mashozi would speak to me in Zulu and I would talk back to her in English. Then one day she asked to talk to my family and asked if I wanted a weekend job at Shakaland.’ So Nancy left the apple business by the roadside and entered the world of showbiz in Shakaland.


    The Zulu warriors burst forward in a fighting phalanx, war chants echo around the wooden enclosure, fighting sticks clash against Nguni hide shields, and the dust rises as the warriors’ bare feet crash in unison in a powerful war dance. The group of visitors recoils, slightly nervous, a Zulu war party charging you is not easy to face. The warriors stop, the angry song becomes a rhythmic low chant, they part and Nancy walks through their ranks. Dressed in a young maiden’s traditional skirt and beaded top, she ululates and calls the warriors to silence. The warriors obey. Turning to the visitors, Nancy welcomes them in perfect English: ‘Saniboni, welcome to Shakaland, please follow me, and be careful of the warriors.’ Turning to a young lady she adds, ‘And you, young lady, please don’t expect to marry any of these handsome Zulus.’ She laughs her infectious laugh, the audience laughs along, instantly liking Nancy, as everyone always does.


    While Shakaland was a swish impressive tourist show, the roadshows were a fairly unimpressive group of performers on a stage of old planks haphazardly nailed together. They did improve over time, moving onto the back of maize meal delivery trucks and later still ending up on state of the art rigs complete with deafening sound systems, lights and stages with elaborate props. The roadshows went on for six to eight hours, day after day. Finding compères or stage MCs was Kingsley and Barry’s biggest challenge. How to get someone with the energy, the performance ability and the crowd interaction was hard enough, but an MC who could read and understand the English client brief and then turn it into magic on a stage in Zulu was almost impossible.


    Watching Nancy wow and delight the tourists, at once speaking Zulu to the warriors, at another time bursting forward leading the delighted tourists in a lively Zulu dance, and later chatting away to an entranced audience in English over dinner, Barry realised that she was wasted at Shakaland. At the Group Africa roadshow offices, Nancy laughed when Barry asked if she was nervous – after all, she had jived along in the background while hawking her wares. ‘And so every weekend they fetched me from school until I matriculated, and I changed into my show clothes and performed.’


    And so began a journey that is in many ways a fairy tale one. Nancy did not tiptoe onto that Group Africa stage, she burst onto it. She was an assistant compère, a trainee, but for all the world she owned that stage. Her large laugh brought smiles, her dance moves got the crowd jiving, her voice sang jingles that got the crowds singing along, and her energy lasted long after the crowd started melting away tiredly back to evening fires in rural kraals.


    Madikizela, Madikidiki – my names for Nancy for she was the spitting image of a young Winnie Mandela, and once even asked to audition for the role in a Winne Mandela movie – was still on roadshow rigs when I met her. The senior compère, the legend, she trained and inspired a generation of compères, but for me that stage was a waste of her talent. Stepping off the stage she entered a world of consumer insights, creative development, TV and radio adverts and, yes, every time there was a stage, Nancy leapt on to it, dominating, leading, captivating, the cheeky little roadside apple seller transformed.


    She’s a granny now, but I can still see that young ntombi that Kingsley found, her energy and passion exude from her every day that I work with Madikidiki … for Nancy has a youthfulness and boundless energy that never dim. Her insights are rare gems; she has an uncanny ability to connect with people and unearth amazing insights about their lives, their passions, their deep-seated drives. She is more an investigative journalist than a researcher and she regularly bursts into my office, excitedly sharing some new insight, ‘Ndodana, my son, ngeke ukholwe, you won’t believe …’


    It was on another stage, on a beach, ocean-going yachts rocking gently on their moorings in the background, a crowd of thousands rocking to kasi rhythms, that I met Fats. The Soweto Beach Party was the craziest and yet most successful event Minanawe had dreamt up and run. This was the Soweto launch of Captain Morgan Spiced Gold. Four hundred tons of beach sand, ocean-going yachts, beachside taverns, beach buggies and a crowd of revellers who had never before been to the sea or seen a beach, wearing their best beach bikinis and baggies at a beach party in the centre of Soweto. It was 2004, and when Mpho Makheta brought out his list of almost impossible-to-sign bands and music artists, the top acts in the country, he also insisted on DJ Fats.


    When you met him it wasn’t hard to work out why he was called Fats. His trademark intro was, and still is, ‘Hi, I’m Fats, I don’t know why they call me that!’ I smiled at his joke, his size and 5XL shirt clearly demonstrating why he was called Fats. I could see Fats jammed behind a DJ mixer, but somehow I could not see him as an MC. Not unless he could do that sitting down. How wrong could I be. Mpho just smiled at me when I questioned his choice: ‘Numzane uzozibonela, you’ll see!’


    The crowd start to lose energy, some start melting away from the stage, others lie on the sand relishing the feel of the sand through their fingers, a small group continues to dance and party near the front. It is 3am, the beach party has been going since 11am, the music line-up has been going since then, from the up-and-coming to the heavy hitters, Mafikizolo, Arthur, Kelly Khumalo, the line-up featuring the top kasi artists of the era, carefully selected by Mpho. But now at 3am it’s the DJ’s pumping house and kwaito beats across the water, rocking the yachts and a tired crowd.


    He dances, twisting his huge body, squatting down and rising, he leans forward exhorting the crowd, his energy mind-boggling, as if the roars of the crowd, the screams of the bikini-clad babes and the beat of the music feed some massive engine. Fats has been at it since 11am, he started this party, got the quiet early birds to bop and dance, introduced the big names, the crowds roaring their approval, danced among support dancers in golden skin-tight catsuits to the joy of the crowds. Fats has not once moved off the stage. Fats is a powerhouse, his energy is boundless, his charisma shadows out the big name artists, the audience shout Fats, Fats, Fats: he is a Soweto institution, a legend.


    And around Soweto off the stage, it’s like everyone knows Fats; he can call on and cajole the powerful and charm an old gogo in a shack. His resourcefulness is unmatched. You need a caterer, a DJ, a mechanic, a new gate, a goat, a team of dancers, a pretty actress, a party spot? Not only can Fats arrange them in a flash, he knows them all and they know him and they love him.


    Fats parks the Vito in a busy market street in Tembisa, a township near Midrand. Like little ducklings following their mom, the clients file out of the minibus and head into the chaos of hawkers, wholesalers, spaza shops, commuters and shoppers. Fats animatedly explains the fundamentals of kasi economics and trade, our KasiNomics. The clients huddle around him as if his girth will protect them from the unknown in this strange place.


    ‘Don’t worry, relax,’ says Fats. ‘When you are with me you are safe.’ They relax, they start to enjoy this place, this experience.


    They return to the Vito, the rear window is smashed and the clients’ briefcases, leather jacket and a few cellphones are gone. The clients look around in fear. Will they be mugged now? Are their lives in danger? Fats shakes his head, his normally happy face frowns. ‘Get in,’ he tells his guests, and quickly drives them to a local township restaurant. ‘Eat or drink anything you like, I will be back soon.’ It’s 10am but a few ask for a stiff drink. They look around nervously, where has Fats gone?


    Twenty minutes later, the old Fats returns, smiling, hooting as he drives up to the Busy Corner Shisanyama. ‘Ja, I told you to relax when you are with Fats. Whose phones are these, and this briefcase, and the laptop?’ he asks, handing back their belongings. Fats has found the culprits with the help of the local community policing forum ladies. Rough justice has been dispensed and the goods recovered from both the culprits and the fence who had already taken possession of the cellphones. ‘All of Tembisa now knows me, Somahashi,’ he says to me, using the Shangaan term for leader, he has decided it is my name. ‘Never ever will that happen again.’


    From the Beach Party, Fats has become our indispensable insights and research director and my friend. Fats is family, and even when I am not with him, people I have never met greet me. ‘Kunjani, GG? How are you? Where is Fats today?’


    In 1999, Minanawe Marketing, meaning ‘You and I’, was built to talk to the you and I of the township at a time when no one wanted to take brands to this sector. Did they have money, were brands important, were they aspirational, wasn’t it dangerous, what language did you use, they don’t speak English? Our logo, the fierce penetrating eyes of a leopard, our payoff line was buso no buso, face to face, and our inspiration the saying ‘ingwe idla ngamabala’, the leopard hunts using his spots. The leopard hunts using his spots to blend in with the environment, using his ability to merge with his environment in order to eat. My partners, Jabulani Phakati, Billy Chaka and boyhood friend Sandile Busane, and I believed that the township marketplace was our hunting ground. Our understanding, or ability to be part of that place, meant we could talk, connect and market to this sector. We were way ahead of our time and struggled in a marketing world where the townships were not on the marketing radar. And then that kasi market leapt into the South African marketing consciousness and we ate at last.


    Minanawe Marketing attracts mavericks, kasi people with a passion for that space, misfits and innovators. An academic qualification does not qualify you for success here, so we found and attracted people with a suss for the township street, with connections and networks. People who could open up communities and knew the language of the streets. And in that place, among many others, Nancy and Fats found a home, and changed the way we, I, the world, looks at the kasi, at KasiNomics.


    As Steve Jobs said:


    Here’s to the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the square holes … the ones who see things differently – and while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius, because the ones who are crazy enough to think that they can change the world, are the ones who do.
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      Part 1


      KASINOMIC GUERRILLAS

    

  


  
    Subsistence Businesses, Economic Survival or Economic Success Stories?


    In an ‘Idols’ audition snippet which went viral in the township a few years ago, Gareth Cliff asks a contestant what he does for a living.


    ‘I sell things,’ he answers.


    ‘Like what?’ asks Gareth.


    ‘Cigarettes, airtime, sweets and things!’


    ‘Oh, so you are a vendor?’


    ‘No!’ is the indignant answer.


    ‘Oh, so what are you?’ asks Gareth.


    ‘I’m a Zulu!’


    In the KasiNomic Revolution there are the small guys in the streets, the foot soldiers of this revolution, carrying on every day in the dust, the dirt, the dusk and the dawn. They are the multitudes, some earning relatively large amounts of money, some surviving, most making a good living and supporting themselves and their families.


    These foot soldiers are regulated, restricted and hobbled by municipal regulations, by lack of access to resources or funds, sometimes restricted by their own evaluation of themselves and the potential of their businesses.


    Yet they survive and excel. They are the insurgent guerrillas in a formal world, a force rising in influence and extent. These kasi businesses are the future, the untapped potential of entrepreneurship and micro business.


    Here are the unsung heroes of the KasiNomic Revolution …


    
[image: ]

  


  
    THE KASI SCHOOL TUCK SHOP


    Sizakele is a Swazi. I can hear it in her lisping ‘t’ which Swazis use instead of ‘z’ in what is in effect Zulu. She is a pretty vivacious woman seated comfortably on a crate, a white spotti, the floppy hat of ekasi, shading her sparkling eyes, and as she chats she unpacks her goods from an old Pick n Pay trolley she uses as her transport.


    Sizakele arranges her goods in an expert manner on a low wooden plank placed on two cement blocks, some plastic red roses (it’s nearly Valentine’s Day), a pile of pencil sharpeners and short rulers, erasers, cheap BIC pens, some pencils and little pink Mickey Mouse glue sticks. Next to these she neatly arranges her main lines, old margarine and ice cream containers filled with slices of bright pink fried polony, another bowl of green mango atchar in red oil, a pile of fried Viennas cut in half, some red-brown greasy Russians curled up from frying. In little knotted plastic bags she has fried potato chips with polony and Russian bits. Probably the detritus of the whole fried ones, looking soggy and yucky to me, but no doubt delicious and greasy and filling to the multitude of school kids about to descend on her perch.


    A larger pile of knotted plastic bags are full of a goo-like black substance which she laughingly tells me is sweet and I should try it, watching my face as I grimace at the thought. Complementing all the savoury snacks are piles of shwam shwams, kiep kieps and siqedas – orange chips that go shwam shwam in your mouth, popcorn named after chickens which go kiep kiep, and frozen ice popsicles which finish your thirst hence the word isiqeda, finished. Next to her is a large bread crate with white bread slices neatly placed in threes, fours and sixes in clear plastic envelopes. As the kids pour out of the classroom and surround her like a sea of white topped egrets they say three, four or six and she grabs the appropriate number of slices in their bag and pours a large spoonful of soup over the slices, followed by a teaspoon of atchar and then a Vienna, Russian or polony slice goes in and she hands over the sloppy goo to an eager hand getting R2, R4 or R5 in return. She must sell about 50 bags in 15 minutes to the multitude of hands which stretch out to her, coins held ready to exchange for slop.


    A little seven-year-old girl buys a plastic red rose and a bag of kiep kieps. ‘Who is the rose for?’ I ask her in Zulu. She smiles shyly, looking at the ground and not at me, as a child should when addressing an adult, clutching the rose to her chest as if I want to steal it from her. ‘It’s for Valentine’s Day,’ she whispers, and I’m left in the dark who gets this pretty Valentine’s gift as she hops off with a bunch of girls excitedly saying, ‘The mlungu speaks Zulu, he asked me who the flower was for!’


    Around me are 20 other women all like Sizakele, selling a range of almost identical meals, although some sell little kotas, a quarter loaf of bread with the inside gouged out and ‘slap’ chips, polony slice and atchar on top; others focus more on sweet stuff, lollipops, bubblegum, sweet biscuits repacked in three, four or six biscuit bags. The offerings are an assortment of high-end branded items like Stumbo Pops, Smoothies, NikNaks or cheap and nasty fong kong versions of the same, but cheaper ‘for those who can’t afford’. Each woman is surrounded by about 20 to 50 kids all spending R2, R5, some even R10 for their snacks and meals. Another queue of kids, the poorer ones without ikeri, the word for pocket money, literally meaning ‘carry money’, line up with empty bowls or Tupperwares for the feeding scheme food. Huge pots of rice, fried cabbage and soya mince are perched on school desks where local volunteer moms dish out large helpings into each outstretched bowl or Tupperware.


    This is break time kasi style. The schoolyard mamas, as they are called, are a feature at every school. They are registered with the school and pay the school R2 a day for their little space on a crate or an upturned brick at school breaks and after school. At some schools they must sell from outside the fence which they perch against, serving their wares through a soccer ball size hole made in the fence for that very purpose. These are the tuck shops of the kasi schools, and a part of school life for generations of school children.


    As the rush subsides and the kids all walk off with their meals and their snacks and their sweets and gather in little groups on the cement school sidewalk, or under sparse clumps of shade in the dusty school grounds, chattering happily away while they share their meals with one another, I casually ask Sizakele how long she has sold here. She hesitates while she does a mental calculation using her fingers, her brow furrowed for a moment.


    ‘Twenty-six years,’ she says casually.


    ‘Twenty-six YEARS!’ I gasp. ‘Every day five days a week for 26 years?’
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    ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘since 1992, every school day since then.’


    ‘Why?’ I ask.


    ‘No one works in my family so I do, and I have put two of my children into university,’ she says proudly. ‘Although in second year both dropped out,’ she adds, looking down and clearly upset. ‘And my husband is at home, he can’t find work, so I am the one who must feed and look after them. Now my children are looking for work but they can’t find work.’


    ‘Why do your children not work here with you?’ I ask, knowing the answer.


    ‘Hawu, HERE, ayibo,’ she exclaims. ‘They want a real job, they would not do this.’


    ‘But you put them in university from this job, you feed them from this job, how can this not be a real job?’ I ask, a teasing tone in my voice, softening what I know is a difficult question.


    She smiles ruefully. ‘Yes, it’s a real job for me, but not for them, for this is not a job for educated people!’


    Sizakele sells R500 to R850 worth of her goods per day, five days a week. In the last and first weeks of the month she makes the higher amount; parents who don’t give their kids ikeri during the month do in the first week of the month. Of this she carefully counts out and puts aside money to ‘stoka’ at the wholesaler.


    ‘How much do you put aside?’ I ask. ‘How do you know that it’s enough to restock?’


    She looks at me askance, her eyes twinkle and she says teasingly, ‘Mlungu, I have been doing this for 26 years, I can look at this table after break and I can tell you how much I have sold in a few seconds. It’s not only you educated people who know business!’


    I feel like a schoolboy asking stupid questions; she’s right, I would not ask a supermarket owner with 26 years’ experience how they know their business!


    ‘Every day I keep my profit aside from my money for stocking. Some days it’s R350, some days it’s R500. This is my money to live.’


    There are about 200 school days in the South African school year, that’s R70 000 to R100 000 a year or around R6 000 a month. That’s a reasonable income, if you consider a domestic servant is lucky to earn R3 000 a month working eight hours a day, five days a week. Sizakele works at the school for three hours a day, excluding her preparation time at home. If the other 19 ladies at the school make anything like her, then this school generates R100 000 a month in income for 20 families. There are 24 543 government schools in South Africa, granted not all kasi schools, but even if we worked on 12 000-odd schools in the townships, this is employment and an income for 200 000 women earning around R3 000 to R6 000 a month!


    So Sizakele is officially unemployed, she does not have a real job according to her kids and formal society, she gets no help from anyone; she is not interested in another formal job, she loves hers and the kids, yet she is called a survivalist business or a subsistence worker, effectively meaning hand to mouth, living on the edge. But is she? No, definitely not, she and 200 000 school mamas like her around the country are businesswomen, worthy of respect and admiration and it’s time to recognise they have real jobs.

  


  
    THE KASI GREENGROCER


    Mike came to South Africa from Beira in Mozambique. Once a great city, Beira is a miserable shell of its former self, and no place to make a living selling vegetables in the barracas, shacks and spazas on the outskirts of the city. Mike sat on a dusty street in the slums selling tomatoes, green peppers and casavas in neat piles on cheap plastic plates. He borrowed a bicycle and rode 15 kilometres to buy the veggies from a small farmer on the outskirts of the city and cycled back carefully, wobbling along with his precious veggies piled high in a wooden box strapped to the back of his bike. He worked from 5am till long after sunset when a little flickering candle lit up his veggies for passers-by to be tempted to examine his veggies in the dim light.
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    ‘It was a life, I could eat, plus my mother and brother could go to sleep with something in their stomachs,’ he shrugged. ‘But it was also not a life.’ He slowly cuts out a rotten piece from a sweet potato and lobs it onto the pile of similarly sanitised sweet potatoes, a small torn piece of cardboard stuck on the edge of the pile proclaiming ‘R5 fo 4 spesheli’.


    ‘I was like these batatas, rotting slowly inside,’ he said gesturing to the pile.


    ‘Now I have this!’ His hand sweeps across his stall in Tembisa, a large township near Pretoria in South Africa. I glance at ‘all this’ – a large stall maybe five metres wide and three metres deep, shelves and boxes stacked on the floor and in a rickety marvel of balancing and hanging shelves rising up to the roof which is an old billboard with ‘Vaseline’ barely visible in the faded canvas. Fresh veggies are stacked on this mishmash of shelves, all carefully packed in price point packets.


    A sishebo combo of half a cabbage, two potatoes, a green pepper, four carrots, perfectly packed for making a sishebo, the staple stew of Africa. Next to the combo are rows of plastic plates stacked with tomatoes in different quantities – five for R5, two for R2,50 and so on, the same with a pile of robots … these are green, red and yellow peppers looking for all the world like traffic lights and named as such by the locals. Potatoes on plates, in bags, butternuts in singles and in doubles and in halves, cabbages in quarters, halves and wholes, the whole range of vegetables carefully priced to hit certain affordable price points and unit coinage, R2, R5, R10, R15 and so on, perfectly portion-controlled for a family of three, four, five, eight and so on, for the meals of the township, sishebo, fried cabbage with onion and tomato, shutni, chakalaka and many others. The Pick n Pay about 50 metres away has no idea of these kasi meals, these combos, these price points, and so doesn’t stand a chance against his selection and combinations, even though in many instances his vegetables are slightly more expensive.
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