
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


UNJANI MFWETHU?

(How are you, my brother?)

The story of a migrant in South Africa

Revised Edition

––––––––

[image: ]


Ayodeji Olaifa



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​DEDICATION



[image: ]




To Yety, Fikun and David, you are my world.

To all migrants everywhere, may you find light in the dark.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​ABOUT THE AUTHOR



[image: ]




Ayodeji Olaifa is a Nigerian-South African who enjoys telling stories that impact our world.

Copyright © 2021 Ayodeji Olaifa

Unjani Mfwethu? - The story of a migrant in South Africa

Revised edition: Copyright © 2024 Ayodeji Olaifa

Publishing project by  Bonani Contents (Pty) Ltd

Cape Town, South Africa

For publishing queries or general information, please visit our website

www.bonanicontents.com 

Edited by Amy Raynard

Cover design by Molebogeng Setlaelo

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means of electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or by any other information storage or retrieval system, without prior written permission from the publisher or author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​PROLOGUE



[image: ]




Sanibonani!

Humans, since earliest times, have been on the move. Some for economic reasons, some to study, some to join families and some fleeing from sexual or other forms of abuse. Others move because they have been displaced by conflict. And there are the few who may not even know why they are on the move – but would just move anyway. 

Humans achieve greatness when they are able to harness the power of community and partnerships.  This is called Ubuntu in South Africa - I am because you are. It refers to the practice of building and restoring humanity. This is even more crucial in the life of a migrant. To survive is to unite in thoughts, goals, and efforts.  Every day in the life of the migrant is a new struggle, a new aspiration, a new hope and yet, more of the old, the norm. It can sometimes be a life in perpetual migration!

Among the many things that migrants share, storytelling is perhaps the most influential. Migrants feed off stories – real or unreal, and sometimes in between. These stories quickly evolve into strong opinions and arguments traversing all imaginable topics and lasting many days.  Storytelling is an act of communion.  It brings people together regardless of their differences - physical or social.  

These stories usually revolve around the successes and failures of other migrants, the do’s, and don’ts of the new land. Stories serve as both sources of entertainment and education.  It is in the stories that migrants find hope. Stories provide the strength to hold on to the promise of the new land, to believe in the hospitality of your new hosts. Stories help migrants build homes far away from home.  In fact, stories, no matter how ‘incredulous’, are the eyes and ears of ‘foreigners’ in a world about which very little is known but are keen to explore. 

After all, storytelling is life and life is storytelling!

It was sometime in April 2002. I had just arrived in South Africa a few weeks earlier. We were all cramped together in our shared apartment in Sunnyside, Pretoria.  I was working for a cosmetic company, in a network marketing structure. Some of my friends also worked in the same company.  As I am regularly reminded, I was lucky to have found a job barely days after I arrived in the country. It can take months and sometimes years to obtain a job as a foreigner. I was truly grateful. 

An argument ensued over one of the many stories flying around in the gathering.  It was about a lifestyle survey that some of my friends were involved in, and this time, I couldn’t withhold my astonishment. There is absolutely no way that it could be right! How could anyone be earning R40, 000 per month? Did he have his own business, perhaps? There must have been a mistake somewhere. He probably meant it as an annual salary! My friend Dominique was insistent. He argued that he was just as flabbergasted as I am when he saw the figures. He repeatedly asked the respondent at the Engen garage in Waterkloof, (one of Pretoria’s rich suburbs) if the figures provided were correct.  The respondent was a middle-aged white male, employed in the financial services industry, and was earning just above R40, 000 per month. I thought to myself that something just did not seem right. It was easier to believe that my friend, once again, was guilty of embellishment.

A monthly salary of just over R3000 was more acceptable to my little mind in 2002. My monthly income during this time was R600 - out of which I had to pay a monthly rent of R400. It was absolutely impossible to conceive a monthly earning of such magnitude!  There are just somethings that a ‘captured mind’ is unable to fathom, no matter how hard one tries. My world at that moment was one that could only be dreamt of.

Dominique is one of many migrants in the country who had worked with this marketing company prior to joining the cosmetic company. They were employed to conduct lifestyle income surveys across the country. The survey was usually conducted in affluent suburbs and malls across the country. It was designed to qualify individuals by income levels, with the promise of a holiday getaway voucher. The real intention behind the survey was of course, to sell travel packages and financial services products to the selected candidates. However, this was never disclosed upfront. From the marketing company’s perspective, foreigners are better suited for such tasks. They would be grateful for any form of lifeline in a country that offers them little or no opportunities, especially those from the rest of the continent.
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​The Rude Awakening
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It was the middle of May 2002. The beginning of winter was already starting to bite hard in Pretoria.  Dominique and I had trouble getting ready for work, particularly on this day.  It had been a long night. Our landlord, Serikit, an old German lady, who believed that she was at least 20 years younger than her biological age, had again kept us up with her usual tantrums. Dominque had failed to clean the stove and the bathtub earlier in the day and now we had to endure hours of tongue-lashing and threats of eviction. Thabo, the 16-year-old boyfriend, stood there gloating. He had never been a fan of my roommate and had vowed to get rid of him and us, technically speaking. Our saving grace, however, was the greed of his girlfriend. She just could not let go of the tax-free rental income she was getting every month. It was too much trouble trying to find new tenants. We were secure for the moment.

My phone rang and it was our colleague and friend, Ola, calling to check if we were on our way to the office. The office was a makeshift place in the backyard of a Sunnyside studio. I am not sure what arrangements our employer, Mark, a white British South African, had with the property owners. However, we were always welcomed at the premises no matter the hour. I remember picking up my first ‘Kwaito’ steps during the many parties we attended at this spot after closing work.

Dominque and I arrived a little after 08:00. It always infuriated me to be late. Ola was already seated, and we proceeded to our respective ‘territories’. Ola and I were allocated to Pretoria East for the quarter, and Dominque had the entire Pretoria West to himself. He just seemed to enjoy working alone and getting lost in the solitude of the dusty roads along the industrial town. Ola and I could never understand him.

I particularly liked working in Pretoria East. The views were a sharp contrast to what I was used to in the central part of the city.  Pretoria was my first home in South Africa. I arrived earlier in the year, in March 2002. I was picked up by friends from OR Tambo International Airport and from there, went straight to a church function at Rhema Church somewhere in Randburg. They apologized for not taking me home directly and hoped that I would enjoy the service. The huge auditorium was filled to capacity. I remember being mesmerized by the sheer size of the church. The flamboyance reminded me of churches I had left behind in Nigeria. Something in my mind told me that things were going to be all right. It had to be. South Africa, from the little I could see - the airport, the highways, and churches - looked picturesque compared to where I was coming from. I was starting to feel good about my decision.  Little did I know that I would come to rely so much on that early burst of positivity that I felt. 

I spent two days in Johannesburg and was reunited with my old-time friend from back home, Dominique, in Sunnyside Pretoria.  Sunnyside was predominantly a student area. The town exuded so much energy. It was a melting pot of some sort. The ideal place for a newcomer to get into the heart of the city and country almost immediately, although Johannesburg ranks higher in that respect. In addition to the student population, one could not miss the ever-increasing presence of African foreigners beside other locals. Some were working in the Central Business District (CBD) and others trying to survive just like the rest of the foreigners.  There were also a handful of Asians and Westerners hustling in the neighbourhood. By the time I arrived in 2002, I was told that majority of the white South Africans had moved further away into the suburbs. The few local whites around were either day visitors looking for ‘fixes’ or those that were too poor to move. No one really noticed.

Old Pretoria East, Hatfield and Brooklyn, is an upstate part of Pretoria. The University of Pretoria is situated in Hatfield, with its rich history and colourful grounds.  My friends and I would always retire to the campus vicinity after each day’s work to relax and enjoy some of the view. It reminded us of our campus days back home. I missed the vibe so much. I started to imagine getting back into the groove, except it would be a different groove this time. I would have to work to fund my studies. Brooklyn, on the other side of the road, was a mix of thriving small businesses. It included big corporate offices, embassies, residential homes as well as a beehive of high-end entertainment spots - not the type we could afford.

That morning, Mark reminded us of changes to the business. Our commission on each bottle of perfume sold was going to be increased from R25 to R35. It was great news! Serikit had been complaining about delays in the payment of our rent. She threatened to impose fines on late payments going forward. I had always resisted the temptation to ask, in between her long stories about how she escaped from America and having stolen millions from her ex-husband and eventually arrived in South Africa and invested all her stolen wealth in the stock market, why a few day's delay in rent gave her such sleepless nights. But then, I understand the power of greed.

Alighting from the car, I bade farewell to Ola for the day as he made his way to the Brooklyn area and I proceeded further on foot towards the residential suburbs of the East.  The topography of the ‘Kloof’ areas of Pretoria East is just breathtaking! Even though the popular Jacaranda trees were by now ghosts of their beautiful selves, it was still a dream to walk those beautiful streets with huge trees. Later, I came to understand that the presence of trees is a sign of a wealthy suburb - never mind the heavy bag I was carrying all the way.

Street Hawking is both an art and a science. 

Choosing your first target is never an easy task. It is a very strategic exercise involving a variety of hunting skills. The prioritisation of targets, approach, and eventual kill, are skills that are sharpened over time with experience. It is the ability to stare at a bold sign that reads “No Hawkers Allowed” and proceed to press the buzzer without blinking, that determines who survives and who does not. 

Office complexes are often more attractive, given the relatively higher concentration of potential clients. However, they can also be as tight as a bank vault to break into. The benefits often outweigh the risks. If successful, it is a territory that could be worked on for weeks and months. It is no different from a producing mine. Next to the office complexes, are shopping malls. Yes, shopping malls! It is one of the ironies of life. Many of those who work in some of those high-end beauty and retail stores, may not be able to afford the products sold in those stores. That is where we come in to serve. Shopping malls have similar security challenges, if not even more difficult than office complexes, given that mall security systems are more complex. There are often many security personnel wandering around the entire mall. Precision and speed are highly required in working within the malls. Our targets are often our black brothers and sisters who would congregate at different spots at the delivery sections of the malls.  These are also blind spots for the security people. Other good territories include, but not limited to, petrol stations, auto shops and dealerships, government departments as well as, home/office hybrids that are common on the main streets of suburbs. These spots provide opportunities for quick sales but without the volumes, you would expect in other territories. It also helps that we have a good product that serves a crucial need given that many consumers are unable to afford the relatively more expensive ‘luxury items’, a less expensive ‘look–alike’ version of these goods present an attractive opportunity. This industry has grown exponentially in recent times and representing a multibillion-dollar market.

“How are you bro?” I gestured to the security guy at the Castle Walk office complex in Erasmuskloof.  “Unjani Mfwethu?”  he replied.  That is often when the relationship starts to go south. As soon as I am unable to respond in any of the local languages. “I am fine bro,” I uttered back, noticing that his countenance immediately changed. “I have a meeting here,” I continued. He looked at me suspiciously whilst staring at my handbag full of perfume testers. I told him that I was meeting with an Annalie Strydom. Mark had trained us on the art of random name-dropping. It worked again!  Before I was let in, my brother fumed. “Bhuti, can you not speak Zulu? Are you not a black person?” I was perplexed. “Sorry man, not every black person is Zulu!” I muttered some words in my native language and I could hear him shouting as I made my way to the office blocks. He definitely got the message. It was a bad attempt on my side. I know better not to make enemies of security personnel. They are the ones between me and my rent!

I had to quickly decide on which block to attack first, given that the security guy was most likely watching my every movement. I walked into the first office block I set my eyes on and hoped that it would not be like some other office complexes with different levels of security - just when you think you have escaped the man at the main gate, you are confronted with yet another at the entry post of each individual offices. On this day, it appeared that the stars were aligned in my favour. The only security I could see through the transparent door was a young white lady sitting behind the reception desk. I breathed a huge sigh of relief, pressed the intercom and again, like a good omen, the kind lady buzzed me in without much fuss.

Every stage in the selling process requires a different skillset.  As much as the security personnel are perhaps one of the toughest obstacles to our business, receptionists or front desk personnel are no pushovers either. One wrong move, and the ‘Mr can you not speak Zulu?’ would be summoned immediately to throw me out! Front desks are more vulnerable to appearances. Hence, it is for moments like this that Mark had insisted on a dress code. I thought it was ridiculous to expect us to wear dress shoes in our line of work, given the kilometres we cover every day on foot. We had to compromise given that he had demanded a full corporate look.  I just could not see myself in a shirt and tie selling perfumes on the street. It was simply ridiculous. I thought I looked presentable enough in my slowly growing afro, which I planned to make into dreadlocks and, my casual shirts with a pair of jeans and comfortable shoes. This is South Africa after all! Everyone was flashing Converse shoes or ‘All Star Tekkies’, as popularly known in the country. I needed to fit in. It took a while to understand that there was another rationale behind his suggestion of a corporate look. Apparently, it was in our best interest as young black men walking around predominantly white suburbs and businesses, to not fall into the trap of stereotype. 

The lady smiled and asked how she could be of help.  Like a predator, I looked around the office quickly taking in the layout. If I could see the inner offices from the front desk or not. With her permission, I put down my briefcase on her desk and swiftly unzipped the bag to let out the bait - the sweet aroma of oil-based French perfumes. Not allowing her much time to recover, I got straight into my pitch. “Thank you again for letting me in. I do not plan to waste any of your time. I am here to show you and your colleagues some beautiful French perfumes that we have on special.”Like a professional magician, before she was able to read the usual riot act, I unpacked the testers while the room continued to soak in the beautiful fragrance of the perfumes. I sprayed one of our finest on a paper and handed it to her for approval. It was very hard to resist such temptation. This is the point where, depending on how formal the office is, I am invited into a meeting room or the front desk is converted into an exhibition hall for the entire duration of my pitch. 

On this day, we chose the latter.  The front desk lady was hypnotised.  It turned out she was a perfume expert, reeling different French names off her sleeve. Thankfully, I had most of her favourites on display. She wanted to test as many as possible. I cautioned against testing more than three of four. Even my coffee beans, at that stage, would be of little help in clearing the smell for the next, and she was impressed. I had my first sale for the day. She ordered a 50ml bottle of Red Door by Elizabeth Arden. Thankfully, I had stock on me, so I wrote a receipt and handed her the bottle. Mark had implored us to use our discretion. The goal was not to return stocktaking. Do whatever it takes to push a sale but do not lose a bottle.  We were solely responsible for every bottle taken out. Selling or buying goods on credit, was quite new to me. This was not a usual practice in Nigeria at the time. Nigeria was a cash economy. It was arguably the true hallmark of a less developed economy. You bought consumer goods on a cash-on-delivery basis, at least for most people. It is worth noting that in the space of about a decade, when I returned home, I was very surprised to see all manners of payment schemes being pushed down the consumer’s throat. 

The best part of a first sale is that the buyer now becomes an agent without knowing it. The agent unconsciously, expands the territory even more so, as he or she goes about spreading the good news. It was exactly what was happening. Now my new convert, whom I now know to be Anne, based on the issued receipt, called out to her colleagues to join the party. “You can buy now and pay on the 25th”, she sang out to her colleagues. I nodded in agreement with the smile of a successful hunt. There is something assuring about a group of white middle-age women salivating over a product, especially one being sold by a black person.  I could smell additional sales and it felt very good. I had a feeling this was where I would most likely end the day’s business. What a pick!

I have always been a fan of Mariah Carey.  I selected her greatest hit CD from the stack of CDs at the R&B section at Musica in Brooklyn mall and settled in comfortably into one of listening booths. I felt a vibration in my right pocket.  It was Ola calling. He was also done for the day and was wondering where I was.  He agreed to meet me at Musica. He is an avid lover of everything music and could not pass on an opportunity to listen to some music as well.  Musica store was an essential service to many.  

I remember a story told of a fellow migrant and friend. Jaden lived in Johannesburg. Like many foreigners again, African foreigners, in South Africa at the time, Jaden was employed in the burgeoning private security industry. The security companies would recruit, train, and deploy security personnel, armed or unarmed, to various businesses across the country.  Jaden was an unarmed security personnel.  His salary was decent by any measure, earning an average of about R900 monthly. It was much more stable in comparison to the commission we earned in the perfume business.  It, thus, attracted more people who preferred stability.  As expected, a cartel quickly developed and controlled the recruitment process of foreigners for these security companies. 

Typically, you would be introduced to an agent of the cartel, who would arrange for the leasing of an unarmed security license within the network. The same agent will also arrange for your employment at a security company. You would, therefore, become an imposter. Payroll is aligned, and salaries are deposited into the original license holder's bank account provided by the agent.  The cartel also ensured that you receive your due share net of all fees. I guess one could, therefore, argue that the net salary of security personnel, in this case, may not be better than what we earned as street hawkers. Perhaps it boiled down to the preference for stability and less trekking all over town.

Jaden was allocated to an abandoned construction site within a walking distance of the East Gate Mall in Johannesburg. According to legends, Jaden would report to the construction site early in the morning and would immediately make his way to the mall where he would spend hours at Musica listening to assorted and free music all day. Who needed to buy musical CDs if you could listen to an array of music all day, for free, in a private booth with state-of-the-art gadgets!
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