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2. The Giant Begins to Stir:
the 1973 Durban Strikes.

s in

The twentieth century, we are told only began in Europe in 1914, when
world war swept away its old, complacent rulers. The 1970s began for
South African employers early on the morning of January 9, 1973,
when 2 000 workers at the Coronation Brick and Tile works on the
outskirts of Durban gathered at a football field and demanded a pay rise.

For more than a decade, African workers had been seen but rarely
heard: only a few small unions, most of them tightly controlled by
registered unionists, remained to carry the flame of African unionism "
and workers were silent as their bargaining power and living standards b
wilted under new assaults. The job colour bar tightened, the pass laws iH
became ever harsher, but workers did not resist - strikes were SO rare y
that each was a major event. Employers were free to run their factories
as they chose and to pay Africans what they pleased; cheap, docile,
African labour helped industry grow as never before. .

The Coronation strike broke this mould. The next day, scores of i
employers opened their morning papers to behold, beneath banner
headlines, a photograph of hundreds of African workers marching |
down a busy street behind a man with a red flag. The flag was meant to i
keep the early morning traffic away, not to proclaim the strikers’
political sympathies, but the effect was no less dramatic: a new power
was abroad in the factories and few employers were prepared for its
coming.

The strike had begun at 3 a.m. in the company's single sex
compound when migrant workers at the Number One plant were
wakened by some of their colleagues and urged to meet at the football
stadium instead of reporting for work. A group set off for Coronation's
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68 The Giant Begins to Stir

Unions in the Transvaal and the Western Province General Workers' Union in the
1970s", Social Dynamics VIII, 1 (1982, pp. 41-52).

Johann Maree, "The Sociology of Trade Unions and the Independent Trade Unions’
Struggle for Power in the 1970s". Paper presented to the 15th congress of the
Association for Sociology in Southern Africa, (July, 1984).

Johann Maree, "The Emergence and Struggles of Black Trade Unions in South Africa
in the 1970s". Paper presented to the conference on Third World Trade Unionism
organised by the Institute for Internationa! Development and Cooperation, University

of Ottawa, (October 1984).
S.A. Institute of Race Relations, Survey of Race Relations, (1971 -73).

Eddie Webster and Judson Khuzwayo, A Profile of Unregistered Union Members in
Durban.

Interviews: Several unionist survivors from the early 1970s kindly agreed to be
interviewed and this chapter relies in part on their recollections and insights. Some
were willing to be quoted, others preferred to talk "off the record": 1 am grateful to ail
of them for their time and insights.

This chapter has used material gathered in interviews with: Harriet Bolton, Alec
Erwin, John Frankish, Zora Mehlomakulu and Eric Tyacke.




