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            FOREWORD

         

         I joined the South African Reserve Police Force in 1979 in Durban. I was then a practising attorney and aged 32. Both of these were unusual: as far as I know there were no more than half a dozen attorneys among the ten thousand or more members countrywide, and most members joined before they turned 25.

         This memoir tries to give an accurate impression of what it was like for me to be a member of the force in the 18 years until 1997. In part I have been motivated to tell this tale for my grandchildren and their friends for whom this time and place will seem wholly foreign.

         I make no particular pretension to academic rigour, political correctness, or lack of personal bias. In writing it I have tried to give a series of accurate snapshots of incidents and people that I recall and to give some context to these as I saw it at that time. As these have evolved from the stories funny or unfunny that I have so generously regaled anyone with a sympathetic or captive ear over the years, they are largely brief. I have also tried to avoid, but not with complete success, the grandfather’s old ram approach. It is about the reasonably ordinary but public spirited people who made up the reserve. If some of the events do not conform with popular preconceptions and thus seem strange even surreal, believe me this is what really happened. While I have used English throughout bear in mind that Afrikaans and Zulu were in constant use by nearly all members, xand all three were distorted by a range of accents dialects and slang. For that reason some speech will have non-English idioms and rhythms.

         I must also thank my daughter Fiona for urging the importance of the context, for proofreading the script and for her zealous advocacy of the humble comma.

         I dedicate this account to my fellow adrenalin junkies.

         
             

         

         Douglas Wade

(sometime captain S A Reserve Police)

Sevenoaks 2019 xixii
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            Chapter 1

            A POLICEMAN’S LOT

         

         “Is there an exit wound?”

         “No.”

         “Good.”

         He had been a small slight man. He now lay on his right side, his face on the tarmac of the loading bay, a small pile of old clothes filled by a grey body. The bullet hole was on the left of his head near the back. There was very little blood, just a trickle behind his ear. He was still bruising around the eyes.

         “That saves us a real schlep looking for the bullet.” I looked around. This was not a good site to search. Under the shopping centre two sides and the roof were concrete, two open, with a tarmac floor and room for six to ten trucks.

         “Any witnesses?”

         “Ja, a couple of outs from that place.” Godfrey gestured at Camden Place, a three-storey block opposite. This was well known to us. The building was let as rooms. We reckoned that at any given time there would be at least three rooms selling dagga and mandrax. If we were bored we could always raid it following our noses, sniffing at the keyholes. The occupants were unlikely to get overdrafts, or even credit at the corner cafe.

         “Murder and Robbery?”

         “They’re sending someone – he should be here soon. I’ve also called the mortuary van. They reckon to be here in under an hour. They’re picking up a stiff in Umlazi.” 2

         
             

         

         It was a sunny Saturday afternoon. I’d dropped in at the Point Charge Office to see who was working and to make sure they had everything under control. Godfrey Hamshire was the sergeant in charge with a couple of constables doing crime prevention in plain-clothes. They’d been first on scene and taken control. Once the man from Murder and Robbery arrived they handed control of the scene to him. He was a D/Sgt Buthelezi who had worked with some of us before and had confidence in our abilities. He arrived a bit after me, so Hamshire briefed him before the mortuary guys arrived in their gumboots, long gloves and rubber aprons pulling their steel stretcher. Once they’d done their takeaway, we decided to investigate and try to arrest the killer.

         Godfrey – whose nickname was Little Godfrey as he was 6’ 4” and fairly large – had managed to get a street name of the gunman plus a reasonable description. He got a direction to a flat he possibly might be at. We came up the stairs to the fourth floor avoiding the lift. The flat was opposite the lift and stairs. There were now five of us with Ben Lenz and Roland Dunstan, all armed of course but only with pistols. Before going into the flat we squatted with our backs to the outer wall spread each side of the door but avoiding windows. Buthelezi was around the corner. We drew and cocked. Godfrey was about to knock, but then voices came up the stairs. We waited. Three young Black men wandered casually up, saw us, but did not break stride or hesitate in their chat, totally ignored five armed men, and carried on up the stairs. We grinned at each other. Then Godfrey knocked.

         An Indian woman opened the door. Godfrey told her we were looking for a criminal, ID’ed himself, and asked to search the flat. She agreed, so we moved in rapidly pistols in hand. We looked through the rooms greeting the other occupants. In the bedroom we asked her to open the wardrobes while Roly and I covered them one from each side. Someone was apparently 3 asleep on a bed with the sheet over his head. Roly and I were each side of the foot of the bed covering the figure. I asked her to pull down the sheet, which she did. A tousled Indian man’s head appeared. He woke, opened his eyes, looked at the two muzzles pointing straight at him, muttered “Oh, bloody police,” rolled over, and pulled the sheet back over his head. We had to laugh, as did the others once we were back on the stairs.

         Our next visit was to a party in the next block. Godfrey and Buthelezi chatted to some of the largely Black crowd. They knew our quarry. He’d been there earlier. He was sleeping in a room in a nearby parking garage. It was now dark.

         Belmont Arcade had two floors of shops then three parking levels and above that a tower block of 14 storeys of flats. The bottom parking level had no rooms. The second did. We walked very quietly through checking some storerooms and a couple of second hand toilets. It was now past ten pm. The lighting was minimalist and slowed by the humidity. The sleeping room was reached up a short flight of broken irregular concrete steps. At the top a passage led off to the right. It was about a metre wide and six metres long leading to a wooden door which filled the end. It seemed to be jammed against the opening from the inside. We drifted away and considered. The killer was presumably in there armed and happy to shoot. The door would not stop a bullet. The passage could be a deathtrap with ricochets off floor, walls and ceiling, all concrete. How many men were in there and how armed we did not know.

         We cocked our pistols, turned off the safety catches. Godfrey went up to the door on the right hand side and flattened himself against the wall. Ben who was the smallest made himself very small at the foot of the door on the left aiming to fire up through the door. Roly and I stood round the corners at the other end of the passage aiming right and left handed at the door. Buthelezi was behind me, watching us with interest. Godfrey 4reached across and started to knock on the top left corner of the door Zulu-style softly and repeatedly. He then started in a rambling, slurred high-pitched Zulu. “Is Sipho there? I am Siyabonga and we, we were drinking together only on Monday, or was it Tuesday, but he, he had money and he bought. A good man. Sipho?”

         From inside came: “There is no Sipho here, you drunken idiot. We’re sleeping.”

         “No no, Sipho said that he was here in this place and I promised him we would drink together again, but …”

         “Go away. Fuck off,” again from inside.

         “… I would pay and now I have been paid, and, I have now the money so Sipho …”

         At this the door was plucked back by a large Black and angry man. Godfrey shoulder-charged the door and the man back across into the far wall. Ben jumped in covering that man and another in a bed to the left. Roly and I charged down the passage and in, covering to right and left and followed by Buthelezi. Two more men were in beds to the right. All four were spread-eagled facing the wall. We searched the beds. Godfrey found a pistol under one pillow and handed it to Buthelezi. IDs were checked and Nqutu was the man sleeping on the pistol. He was immediately handcuffed and taken out. Buthelezi reckoned the others were harmless; certainly he and his colleagues weren’t looking for them.

         
             

         

         Soon, there were two developments. The seized pistol proved to be the murder weapon. Nqutu got bail of R500 or five clips, about four days’ wages for a middling secretary. He went back to work, running a security company’s armoury.

         When Godfrey told me this he bet me all the witnesses would duck and Nqutu would walk.

         He was right.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 2

            BACKGROUND

         

         I joined the SA Reserve Police in 1979 at the old Durban Central police station. This was in reaction to the 1976 riots which served to redefine and polarise the political scenery. A lot of people joined the commandos for local service. One friend of mine, a lecturer in classics, found himself guarding electrical substations near Lamontville in the middle of the night. This really didn’t appeal to me.

         Most Natal and Cape regiments had started as volunteer corps in Victorian times, while the old republics had a call on anyone from 16 to 65 to join local commandos. In 1910 the new Union Defence Force was modelled on the Swiss system of a citizens’ army, but dropped the old republican idea of voting for their officers. By the time I left school in 1965 nearly all white men were called up for military service for a nine-month spell plus refresher camps. I was exempted but for the next twenty-five years nearly everyone barring cripples served for up to two years. There were volunteer Coloured, Black and Indian units.

         There was a long tradition of volunteering for the services. In the country as a whole, only volunteers served in the world wars. My grandfather was a member of the Town Guard in Dundee in the1914 war, which started with a minor civil war against the rebels under some of the old Boer generals. On the government side this was the first campaign fought using 6primarily motor vehicles. In the 1939 war, while a bank manager, he was a special constable in Pinetown. In the siege of Ladysmith, in the Anglo-Boer war, four great-great-uncles of my children were involved: George Newlands in the Natal Carbineers inside, George Neal in the British forces under Buller, and two Fourie brothers in the Ermelo commando doing the besieging. Even Gandhi, then a Durban advocate, raised and commanded as a sergeant-major a company of Indian stretcher-bearers that served under Buller. All the younger attorneys and articled clerks in my firm were officers in the services, bar Allan who was only a corporal, but he had not deferred his service till after university. The bloke with whom I split the transport of our sons to school, was a consulting anaesthetist and a Lt Col, OiC of a SAAF reserve fighter squadron. His great-uncle, a Cdr Dunning, had been the first pilot to land successfully on a Royal Naval ship, a cruiser with a deck on top of a gun turret.

         
            *

         

         Initially I tried to join the local civil defence run by the city council, but that proved to be a total shambles run by a confused man who committed suicide. I then turned to the police. Even there I ended up signing three or four sets of applications as they were faulty or lost. Then it turned out that I had to put up six referees as I was not born in South Africa. I did but picked people of good standing and of influential families that had been at varsity with me, scattered all over the country. After a few months, I got a number of puzzled queries along the line of “What have you been up to? The Security Police have just called …”

         Mind you, I may have been given special treatment as other foreign-born members had no idea of this requirement. At Stellenbosch University I quite possibly had a Special Branch file. Certainly one friend of mine, whose father had been the 7Aktuaris of the NGK’s general synod – in other words one of the top four churchmen holding office in the overall synod of that church – walked into the local security police office and asked to see his file. He saw it was rather thick, though they did not let him read it.

         
            *

         

         I should perhaps remark that the force was multiracial, as was the regular force, of which about half were blacks. All ranks were open to all races, male and female, though this was evolving during my time. The first female reservists were recruited in 1981, and the first female lieutenants were promoted some ten years later. They held active command, not staff posts. To avoid confusion, at that time the police consisted of the SAP, the regular force; the SAP Reserve, which consisted of former members of the SAP who could be recalled for so-called camps of a month or so’s duration; and the SA Reserve Police, which were the volunteers. We normally joined at a station in the area we lived or worked or at least one nearby. As a result, we commonly stayed far longer at a specific station than did the regulars, who were often moved to avoid overcomfortable relations with the locals. Later, in the 1990s, the SAP became the SA Police Service.

         
            *

         

         Politics was not a subject discussed among us. That is not to say that we did not have political opinions. One would have had to be brain-dead not to have an opinion in a country where politics started with the questions, where is the country and who are its citizens? It would be fair to say that we were conservatives, in the English small c sense, but also that we were sceptical of politicians and their Procrustean ideologies. On a personal level, I had a slightly different perspective as I had been six years in a small rural primary school in Scotland, 8where nearly all my fellow pupils were the children of working men, farmhands and the like – jobs done almost exclusively in South Africa by blacks, or in the Western Cape largely by Coloureds.

         
            *

         

         In the first two years I did very little except turn up at the monthly meetings. As I was an attorney they thought I was one of the enemy, so I was never asked out on operations – which left me wondering what exactly they were trying to hide. The first crowd control job I did was for the military parade through the city centre in 1981 for the twentieth anniversary of the Republic. I was given a set of handcuffs, a whistle and a baton, and told to wear a jacket and tie. This was the last such parade: they died of apathy.

         
            *

         

         I served all my time in the centre of Durban, a city of about three million people. Of these about 350 000 were white, probably at least 80% English speaking, though there were many Afrikaans speakers; some 800 000 or so were Indian, also English speakers, though the grandparents often spoke Hindi or Tamil at home; another 50 000 or so were coloured, while the balance of 1 800 000 or more were black, overwhelmingly Zulu. There were also quite sizable groups of Portuguese, Mauritians, Germans, and Greeks, but the common language was English. Religion was mixed too. The largest groups were Christian, Hindu and Moslem. Christians ranged from Catholics and all the usual European churches, shading into animist groups. About 570 churches were recognised in the country. Among the more visible of these African churches were the Ebenezers, who danced and sang in green robes in the parks and streets on Sundays and feast days. Most Buddhists were of course Chinese.

         
            *

         

         Society was filled with various forms of prejudice. The city was 9very much an English creation, with few Afrikaners there save those working for the civil service or the railways, until say the 1960s, so there was an imperial and colonial mindset described by the wife of the governor-general in about 1930 as “delightfully middle class”.

         
            *

         

         Before the Union in 1910, there had been one rather forgotten category of people in Natal, the emancipated native. Broadly, as I understand it, they had to be literate in English and living in a European and Christian style. They then qualified for the vote and could own land as an individual, as opposed to the tribesmen who occupied communal land allocated by their chief or induna in terms of customary law. I came across them in title deeds when registering servitudes over smallholdings in Groutville, an old mission station near Stanger. The Christian natives centred on Groutville elected their own chief, who was for several years Chief Luthuli. This assimilation system was eliminated by the Treaty of Union, so there were in all less than two hundred of them.

         In the interwar years the racial question had nothing to do with the Blacks; it was about British and Boers. Some of the biggest political battles of the 1920s were fought over the flag. Blacks in those days did not live on a permanent basis in the cities and towns in great numbers. That started around 1945 with the increase in manufacturing stimulated by war production. In the early 1960s the English, who then still applauded the royal family when they appeared on the movie newscasts, thought condescendingly of Afrikaners as largely lower class, of Indians as clever but pushy, and of Blacks as simple but happy country types. This, broadly, was an adaptation of English class snobberies, with the Afrikaners and Blacks to some extent playing the role of the working class, and the Indians that of the cunning Levantines. This was helped by the fact that since about 1870 labouring or working-class British had been actively discouraged 10from emigrating to the Cape and Natal. The Afrikaners did not enjoy being condescended to, especially as they were in the process of throwing off the “poor white” image and reality: partly through political action with the National Party, which was essentially a socialist party; partly by creating their own financial, manufacturing and mining companies; and partly by education. Political loyalties ran on tribal lines, not class divisions, and the shadow of the Boer War, or the Tweede Vryheidsoorlog, had a real impact until the 1960s, when the declaration of the Republic and departure from the Commonwealth satisfied a longheld political aim. To get an idea of the longterm bitterness behind this, you had only to look at the war memorials in the old Republics, which, at Ermelo for instance, had one column for battle casualties, and one with far more names on it for the women and children dead in the concentration camps. When I was about to leave school in 1965 my housemaster’s jaw literally dropped when I told him I was going to Stellenbosch University. My generation was the first that mixed to any great extent.

         This left the English-speakers in an uneasy limbo where they relied on the Nationalists to control things, while they could pretend they had nothing to do with it. They had economic power but no real political influence, though their main party, the United Party, was in many ways just as right-wing as the Nationalists. This divide had been exacerbated during the Second World War when the United Party under Smuts, which supported the British side, locked up most of the leading Nationalists as security risks as being sympathetic to the Germans. As a result, during the 1947 royal tour Verwoerd, then editor of the Transvaaler newspaper, only warned of the road closures when the royals came to Pretoria. At school I remember having to write a paper comparing the National Party with the Nazis.

         On the other hand, a couple of masters were quite shocked by a liberal old boy who sat, not in the back, but in the front 11seat of his car next to his black driver. Ironically they would have expected a black passenger to be in the back, though I would have thought that showed the black to be the superior and the white the chauffeur. Mind you, until the 1960s non-whites could use the back two or three seats upstairs in the trolley buses in Durban. The railway buses had a small first-class compartment of six or eight seats next the driver. When I was going in one from Paulpietersburg to Mbabane, I rode in solitary splendour with four new tyres up to the border. There I was joined from the back by a Durban Indian student and a Swazi sub-inspector of police, who promptly interrogated the Indian about what he was doing. Indians then were only allowed to stay in Swaziland for 72 hours without a permit.

         The biggest and potentially most violent racial divide in Durban was not that between Afrikaners and Blacks, but between Blacks and Indians. The Zulus despised the Indians and thought of them, probably as they had never fought a real war against them, as soft targets. In 1949 there had been major riots in Durban with many Indians killed by Zulus and this remained a strong folk memory. “They ran like rabbits,” was a common tale. Even in the 1980s, much of the Cato Manor area a few miles to the south-west of the city centre was a wasteland, with a string of Indian houses and shops along the road, after the Black shacks were removed after the 1960 riots. In January 1960 in Cato Manor a police patrol against illegal brewers was attacked by a mob and nine members stoned and hacked to death and others injured. That is partly why the police at Sharpeville were trigger happy. In the 1976 disturbances the Indians spontaneously set up armed groups to defend the boundaries of their suburbs against any invasions from nearby Black areas, while at the same time their left-wing activists were cheering on the ANC. Inside the police, the black members were often not happy to be commanded by Indians, though they would accept Whites. One illuminating incident happened 12when an Indian major was sent to be the station commander at Inanda, a former KZP station. On the first day, they refused even to let him through the perimeter fence; on the second, after a direct order from District, they let him in but totally ignored him, not even giving him a cup of tea.

         The central area was traditionally and legally white-owned, save for the Grey Street area in the CBD which was Indian. This survived thirty years of Group Areas legislation which would have made it white, by various legal ruses such as unending delays in winding up estates, or the use of white nominees, who ironically were often Afrikaners. As time passed, this system atrophied and died even before the laws had been repealed, so that by 1994 all the old Group Areas had effectively vanished. At least one of our Indian members was living on the Esplanade before that became strictly speaking legal, but we just shrugged.

         
             

         

         The old Central police station was an ageing and sweaty building with sagging wooden floors; it was once used as a hospital, and, after the police left, as an army command post. It lay towards the inland end of West Street, a block or two from the big banks and shops. It was very much not a custom-built station. The Charge Office was shoehorned into a large ordinary room next the entrance, which was a single door. A counter had been built across the room, divided on the public side, as was then the custom, by a partition into white and non-white sides, each with a single entry door. In the side wall to the rear was a door that led into the grill, simply a large steel cage, the size of a small room, bolted to the wall of the building and the ground. That door was steel-reinforced and secured by a stout hasp, with a serving spoon dropped in to hold it. Unfortunately there was only one counter-flap, on the white side. That meant that any violent black arrestee had to be dragged in through the front door, then through the black door to be processed, then out the black door into the white door, through the counter 13across a space crammed with desks and chairs, and finally into the grill. Luckily there was an outside door to the grill for the takeaways; unluckily the wall was not soundproof.

         Once I became fed up with doing nothing, I learned the basics of Charge Office work in that hectic little room from our then branch commander a Lt Len Barker. He was a plain genuine guy who’d grown up in Molteno. He took me in personally, coached me and made for me the useful social links with the regular Warrant Officers who ran the shifts.

         The area of the old Central station basically covered the town as it existed in, say, 1860, plus a bit of the beach. It bordered on Somtseu Road station to the north, Berea which included Greyville racecourse to the west, Durban Bay to the south up to Congella (which fell under Umbilo) and Maydon Wharf (then an SA Railways Police station covering the port area), and Point to the south-east. Over the years the Railways Police were absorbed into the SAP, and the Central and Somtseu Road areas were amalgamated to form C R Swart Square’s area, which stretched north to the Umgeni River. The Railways Police was reckoned by many as an inferior force held together by its Black NCO’s. The nickname for their constables was “blompotte”, that is, flowerpots, as they sat in the sun on railway platforms, but to the serious irritation of the SAP earned distinctly more than them.

         The district and divisional offices and other facilities of the SAP were then scattered all over town. I frankly never knew where half of them were, not that I needed to. In about 1980/1 C R Swart Square was built, a tower block with the Station itself on the ground and first floors, the Security Police in the top three floors, Radio Control on the eleventh floor, and District and Divisional Headquarters in the eight or so floors below that. The garages, stores, cells and Dog Unit were out back with lots of parking. On one side was another tower block of police married-quarters flats, on the other the magistrates’ courts. 14

         This was fourteen floors high and something of an architectural curiosity, marking the high point of apartheid design. The plan was to have not just a secure prisoner route to all criminal courts from the basement holding cells, which could be reached by an underground tunnel from the cells at the Square, but a complete double access for the public. Whites would go in one entrance on the southern side, Non-Whites in the other on the northern side and they would end up on one or other side of the divided courts in the tower block without meeting. When the locals realised what was intended, they decided to boycott the whole thing, especially the lawyers, and the scheme was abandoned so that everyone could go where they wanted. We did have an awful lot of corridors, stairs and lifts, which was as well as the lift maintenance was not good. I remember once riding in a lift with an inner door missing. Durbanites were rather sensitive about lifts. The Natal Building Society, which had a banana theme for its advertising, once came up with the slogan: “Come into the NBS and get your slice”. A week later, in their headquarter building, a lift malfunctioned and a customer was sliced in half. A self-imposed disaster was the slogan “At the NBS we say yes”. Before two days had passed, the female staff refused to wear the buttons again.

         Until the 1980s, notices of executions relevant to the magisterial district were posted at the magistrates’ courts. These showed a photograph of the person hanged and gave details of the victim or victims and the crime, which in practice was nearly always murder. Across the country there were about a hundred each year. Anyone who faced a potential death sentence was given a pro deo advocate, generally a junior advocate. I remember about five months into my last year at varsity meeting a guy from the previous year going glumly to the cinema. When asked why so down, he replied that they were hanging the third of his clients the next morning.

         I spent ten years at Central and C R Swart Square which was 15named after the last governor-general and first state president, but generally called simply the Square. Blackie Swart’s farm in the Orange Free State was called “Die Aap”, that is, the ape, which led to lengthy debate as to whether the farm sign should read “Die Aap / C R Swart” or “C R Swart / Die Aap”, but he never renamed the farm. This was, in passing, the only station that had a photograph of a state president on display in it. Every station, though, had a pressed plastic panel showing illustrations of limpet and land mines and other Russian weaponry.

         
             

         

         I was made up to Sergeant after three and a half years, to Warrant Officer after six, and finally was invited to the commissioned officers’ course in the second half of my tenth year. When I returned, I was asked to take over Point, which was then at rather a low ebb, with only nine members as opposed to the forty or so at the Square. On arrival I promptly fired three inactive, leaving six active members. From there we built up to fifty-plus. I reckoned fifty was as much as we could really cope with, so we winnowed down to under forty three times in the next five years.

         Uniforms reflected the history of the force. When I was at school in the 1960s, the workaday summer uniform was a safari suit in tough polyester twill, often with shorts with the so-called bus driver’s cap. The white members wore blue, the non-whites khaki. Before I joined, shorts had been dropped and everyone wore blue. Ranks too had become the same for all races, and a steady stream of non-white officers were being promoted primarily in their own areas, especially in the homelands which had separate forces such as the KwaZulu Police. Even so roughly half the SAP was non-white. The ranks were Constable; Lance Sergeant which was an acting rank used mostly to make sure there was someone able to give bail at a Charge Office; Sergeant; Warrant Officer, known previously as Head Constable; Lieutenant; Captain; and then military ranks up to the 16Commissioner who was a full General. The homeland forces after 1994 were reincorporated into the SAPS.

         When I joined we wore a brown leather Sam Browne belt and holster, with black shoes. The tunic had brass buttons secured for choice by key rings. The seams scratched a bit, and in Durban I often was running with sweat. The winter uniform, which in Durban we only ever wore at formal occasions – I think I wore mine once for a funeral - had a heavy blue cloth jacket and grey trousers. Female members were dressed as secretaries, with jacket, skirt and court shoes, topped with a decorative felt hat, and initially had to carry handbags and wear blue leather gloves. Mind you, the daftest uniform I heard of was from a former member of the Mounted Unit: they found themselves in full riding kit of black serge with solar topee and spurs, walking foot patrols in central Durban in the summer of 1960, then being rushed to the Transkei in trucks wearing white dust coats to keep the dust from the roads off their uniforms.

         In the 1980s uniforms became more practical with the introduction of the new summer and field dress types. Summer now had a light blue cotton shirt, the same twill trousers, cap and shoes, but the pistol was now carried on the hip in a webbing belt and holster. We still wore the bus driver’s cap which made us easily visible in a crowd, something which can be a real advantage, though at times we would take it off, especially at night to disguise our silhouette. The light blue shirts looked smarter than the later dark blue version which makes one look more like a mechanic. Field dress had canvas boots, light canvas pants and jacket with a cloth cap, and was designed for rough or country use. This, in Durban, was warm enough for a midwinter night shift in the rain. Upcountry, they wore fur liners in the jacket. To keep the front of the cap looking sharp, we generally lined it, ideally with pieces of X-ray plates or stiff plastic sheeting. Unofficially, female members (who previously had slit and tacked a seam in their skirts so they 17could rip it to move faster) took to the field dress like a flash especially if, say, they were a dog handler. Though the shirts took a lot of damage in fights, they were far more comfortable. Rank badges for sergeants were cloth stripes sewn to the right sleeve of the tunic, plus a metal five-sided castle above them, but later a metal badge was pinned to the shirt. Warrant Officers always had a metal badge on both sleeves. I forgot this when newly promoted and shoulder-charged a door, punching three neat holes in my arm. They also wore a fancy stitched Sam Browne. Officers had cloth shoulder badges for field dress and metal on board for summer.

         One irony was that during all the years that South Africa was routinely pilloried overseas as a police state, the police were poorly, if not dreadfully, paid. In about 1972 I was asked to help a black constable in a maintenance case. His gross monthly pay was R49, and after fixed expenses, transport, and deductions including a bed in a police barracks, he was left with R3, which meant that if he wanted to eat he had to be corrupt. R3 then would then have bought you say 30 pies or 10-15 poor quality fish and chips. In the 1980s and 1990s, although members could qualify for civil service housing loans, they of necessity had to live in the cheaper suburbs like Montclair, unless they had a wife with a well-paying job. Many, though, chose to live in police housing as that was far cheaper.

         Recruitment of reservists could be instructive. Applicants first applied in writing and could be asked for a medical clearance. Often it was by word of mouth, with existing members bringing in friends or relatives. They were supposed to be literate in English or Afrikaans, and aged between 18 and 70. Anyone over, say, 50 was looked at rather carefully, as it was pointless to have members who had themselves to be guarded. One applicant, apart from age, had a glass eye, which must have been a bit small for the socket, as the lint he packed it with had a habit of creeping out. Physical defects could be 18accepted but it was a question of whether they could do the job. Perhaps the one exception was one poor woman I refused as she had a squint in her right eye, and the left eye had a continual sideways flutter. If in doubt, we offered an attachment to Radio Control only, which as a rule was refused. Applicants had to be working, to prevent anyone joining for an income. If a member lost his job, his colleagues would often try to find him a new one.

         At Point I interviewed the applicants or, if I was too busy, got Nollie van Zyl or Godfrey Hamshire, both Sergeant, s to help out. We called at their homes without notice. That way we met the families, and could assess how enthusiastic they were, and how desirable the applicants were. Curiously, when asked, very few could give any well-articulated reasons for wanting to join.

         One Indian member at the Square had gangster relatives. A cousin was caught halfway through a garden fence in Alpine Road with his family holding his body, and his wife and her family holding his head till his mother-in-law used a tomahawk to chop off his head. Our guy happily was reliable, and working outside his home area of Sydenham.

         One odd character was a White member at Point. His family and their circumstances all seemed normal at the interview, as did he. However he later proved to be a complete Walter Mitty. He passed himself off as a lieutenant in the Recces, that is, the local Special Forces unit, and as such conned a girl in Pinetown to marry him. Only when he failed to pay the wedding caterers up-front did it collapse. As he was then being investigated for fraud, I went with Godfrey to track him down and detain him, which we did, to save our reputation with the regulars.

         The quickest dismissal from the Reserve Police I heard of was of one man who was seen one midday by a couple of passing Reaction Unit members aiming his new revolver up Alice Street, a major street. They promptly shot him twice in 19the leg. By the time he was released from casualty at tea time Lt Barker and the station commander had fired him, and seized the revolver.

         The primary question was always: can I work with this person? An error of judgement could literally kill us; so we took it seriously.

         Individual ranks tended to follow work levels. Everyone started as a constable, but most sergeants and Warrant Officers were at least artisans or skilled people, while officers tended to be self-employed businessmen or managerial types. We reckoned constables should be able to put together the paperwork; the sergeants should be able to make sure it was correct; and the Warrant Officers should be able to fake it. In turn the experience and abilities gained in the force, used intelligently, helped members in their careers.

         Although members had officially only to work four hours a month, as a rule anyone not doing eight would be dropped. That, after all, needed only one shift and a meeting. I reckoned twenty hours was needed to keep one in practice and develop experience. My average was about forty, but some members regularly beat a hundred. I worked therefore the equivalent of three months’ full time in a year. My record was 300 hours, but that was the month I went to the College. Point’s highest, for the month of the 1994 election, was over 3 000. Twenty members broke 100.

         Promotion to sergeant could take place after three years, to Warrant after another three, to Lieutenant again after three, and to Captain after two. One restriction was that you had to be junior to your station commander. To be a Lieutenant you had to have a unit of at least twenty members. As Point was run by a Major I could not be promoted above Captain without moving to a bigger station or to say District Headquarters. At a small country station, a reservist could seldom rise above Sergeant. In Durban most of the Reserve units were headed by officers, 20mostly Lieutenants, with a scattering of Captains, a couple of Majors, and a solitary Colonel (then Brigadier), who was our divisional then our provincial officer. The Reserve force was always multi-racial, though the racial composition in any given station tended to follow the demographics of that station’s area. Chatsworth was therefore almost wholly Indian, Umlazi just Zulu, but the Square and Point among others were pretty mixed, with Whites and Indians being the two biggest groups, with a number of Coloured and Black members; and after 1981 women again of all races.

         At a station level the reservists formed a branch with its commander reporting to the station commander, as would the heads of the uniform and detective branches. At Point at one stage, my station commander was a White Major, the head of detectives an Indian Captain, and the station second in command an Arab Lieutenant. We had the same ranks, uniforms, powers and medals as a regular; but no power of command over regulars. Promotion to Warrant Officer gave the biggest single increase in powers. I could then legally order my troops to open volley fire on a rioting crowd. Promotion to Lieutenant made me a justice of the peace, though that was never used. We did not get any pay, but qualified for medical care and a free funeral. As a result I, even when an officer, could, when working with regular constables, make at best pointed suggestions, and if they did something really stupid or irregular, I’d have a quiet word with the duty officer. He had to attend any police shooting or vehicle collision in the district, plus any other deserving incident. This, though, was rare, partly as our units largely operated independently, but in collaboration with others.

         With a few exceptions of reservists attached to the Dog Unit, detectives or Radio, we were all in the uniform branch. There were also some specialised reservists, such as pilots, accountants, or divers who were used for their special skills, but they 21did not become involved in station activities. Our duties focused around Charge Office, complaints, crowd control or visible policing, all of which were done in uniform; or crime prevention which was done in plain-clothes. Here the general approach was to blend in, watch and hunt criminals. Each month the reservists would take over the station for at least one shift, depending on numbers. This was the theory, but this wasn’t always possible at the Square, where security prisoners had to be supervised by a regular sergeant who ran a minor dispensary, so we never ran the cell block which could hold 160. There was also always a shortage of people allowed to carry a shotgun and willing to spend their shift up a concrete guard tower on the perimeter wall, arguably the most boring job in the force, worse even than a hospital guard. I once spent a night in a ward largely full of old bronchial men, listening to near death rattles. Both my prisoner and I found that pretty depressing.

         We did run the Square’s Charge Office, though only three of us were trusted to be the Charge Office commander. This was because the regular Warrants needed to rely on us for accurate accounting for, and control of, the better part of a hundred firearms, thousands of rounds of ammunition, and hundreds if not thousands, of rand, and much else including the flags, apart from the smooth control of the policing of the whole area. Technically the Charge Office commander was the senior man in the station’s area, especially at night, and this was the busiest station in the province. Any cash shortages had to be made good by all the members of the shift out of their own pockets, which happily I never had to do.

         I can remember surprising the occasional regular by refusing to accept a charge as the docket was not properly or fully made out. It was a three-ring circus, with perhaps 70 dockets a day being opened by a variety of units, while three phones rang constantly and a steady trickle of people came to the counter. 22At least two Charge Office reserves were needed. I can also remember having to hand over to the incoming Warrant at a shift end some 32 prisoners arrested, but not yet in the cells, on charges from urination to murder, matching each one to his docket. Each had to be correctly identified to the incoming Charge Office commander to avoid swapping. It was not unknown for a murderer to make a deal to take the place of a by-law offender, pay an admission of guilt, and leave the other guy to go to court and only then say he was the wrong man.

         I ran the unit at Point for five years, which were the best of my time. One frustration was that I had few I could promote for want of time served, so we operated with few NCOs and were thus liable to be invaded by senior members from other stations who could arrive with rank above the old hands. The other was the growing tendency to faction. Some took against others for reasons not always particularly clear. The worst case led to a defamation action being attempted. I had advised that there was no case, but it was only when a leading firm of attorneys came to the same conclusion that the matter was dropped. I also had towards the end a station commander who unusually was not particularly supportive. I was asked to focus on the training role for District 46 so had to leave Point in the hands of an invader Warrant Officer, who soon left. The unit collapsed in a couple of years back to half a dozen amateurs.

         When I tried to set up a properly operating training operation that could run a training library on computer discs that could help any unit in Natal, I precipitated a fire fight between two regular outfits about the budget; and not surprisingly got nothing, not even stationery.

         I finally felt I had done everything I could. Certainly I had no desire to fight paper wars I could not win. Also the force was being changed radically in tone and effectiveness by a variety of things, largely the installation at senior officer level 23of ANC cadres often newly returned to the country, and with no real police experience, who now commanded the men they had been trying to kill.

         In my resignation letter I quoted T S Eliot: “I grow old, I grow old, / I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled”. And so I went.
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