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THE HISTORIC suburb of Sophia-
town, on the westerly side of Johan-
nesburg, was formed in the early
1900s when a speculator, Mr Tobian-
sky, bought the 237 acres that would
become a byword for jazz, gangster-
ism and host the editorial heart of
the infamous DRUM magazine. He
named the plot “Sophiatown”, after
his wife.

In 1905, freehold tenure for black
people became available in Sophia-
town, making this area a popular
choice for black Johannesburg resi-
dents: at the turn of the century, it
was considered too far from the cen-
tre of Johannesburg to be a desirable
area for whites – and when a sewerage
works was developed near the settle-
ment, the area become even less
tempting for those with choices.

Tobiansky was not, it seems, a suc-
cessful entrepreneur. He began to sell
land in Sophiatown to whoever was
ready to buy – black or white. New-
clare and Martindale, Sophiatown’s
geographic neighbours, also made
freehold available to black people and
the three suburbs became known as
the Western Areas.

When Johannesburg was declared
a city reserved for white people in
1933, freehold rights for black people
were preserved in the Western Areas,
despite the tightening of land owner-
ship after the restrictive Urban Areas
Act of 1923. 

Historians view this concession 
as an economic and political decision:
political, as access to freehold suppos-
edly placated the black middle class;
and economic, as it made sense to
Johannesburg’s manufacturing in-
dustry to have its labourers and staff
– and a growing pool of both – close at
hand. 

Thus, Sophiatown and its neigh-
bours became almost the only place
where black people could live close to
the city and with relative freedom.

New areas designed for black resi-
dency were being built significantly
further away from the city. 

The result was a massive influx of
residents, both owners and renters, to
Sophiatown, which soon housed
about 40 000 people in dwellings,
which included expensive homes and
hand-built shacks.

As Johannesburg grew, however,
Sophiatown was no longer perceived
as “far from town”, and the Western
Areas were steadily surrounded by
white residential suburbs – which
gave the racist government a real
problem in terms of removing black
spots from white neighbours. 

With the rise of the National Party
in 1948, and its particular take on the

geographic form and racial composi-
tion of cities in South Africa, Sophia-
town’s existence was “a political corn
inside the apartheid boot”. 

The removal of black residents
from Sophiatown and the Western
Areas became a government priority,
as it steamrolled opposition from a
wide range of civic actors and over-
ruled the less vocal but similarly
reluctant Johannesburg City Council.

Sophiatown’s home and land own-
ers were horrified as they heard that
not only were they being forcibly
removed from their homes, but that
they would similarly lose their rights
to own land and property elsewhere.

On 9 February 1955, 80 lorries and
2 000 armed police moved into Sophi-
atown. This was the start of
removals, including bulldozing
houses, that was to last nine full
years. Sophiatown was renamed Tri-
omf and became a white working-
class suburb of newly built bunga-
lows. Residents of Sophiatown had
been relocated to Diepkloof and
Meadowlands, denied property rights
and had their community torn apart.

Until 1955, Sophiatown was a com-
munity rich in intellectual debate,
music, journalism and freedom of
association. But, as in any area where
resources are scarce and the popula-
tion is large (and growing), crime was
a large part of Sophiatown residents’
experiences – whether as victims or
profiteers.

Efforts to curb crime in Sophia-
town were supplemented by a variety
of communal policing initiatives
from the 1920s onwards. World War II
and the resulting enlistment of many
of South Africa’s policemen meant a
reduced police presence in Johannes-
burg and its surrounds. To counter
this, the government-administered
Civilian Protection Service (CPS) was
formed, which attracted over a thou-
sand volunteers from Johannesburg
townships. 

This body gained popularity with
some of the older residents of Sophi-
atown, who saw the rise of criminal
gangs and civil disobedience from
the 1930s onwards as a threat to their
community’s stability – and blamed
the majority of such activity on
Sophiatown’s (and the Western
Areas’s) large youth population. 

This was a period of intense gener-
ational conflict between young and
older residents of Sophiatown, mir-
rored by the fluid and evolving cul-
tural landscape of this area, where
American culture, including jazz, was
taking off. The CPS was overseen by
the manager of the Non-European
Affairs Department in Johannesburg

and claimed to have reduced crime in
the Western Areas by as much as
three-quarters. 

As gang violence grew, residents
increasingly turned towards commu-
nity initiatives to protect themselves,
which gave rise to various “civic
guard” organisations. The Sophia-
town Night Watch Patrol Corporation
was convened in 1943.

When World War II ended, the CPS
– always framed as a war-time contin-
gency – was disbanded by 1947. Resi-
dents of the Western Areas persist-
ently, albeit fruitlessly, petitioned the
City Council for permission to form a
replacement organisation. 

Finally, in August 1951, in the face
of police opposition and despite the
lack of official sanction, residents
formed a civic guard. The immediate
result of this was a government-sanc-
tioned ban on all such civilian guards
in 1952, with the police arresting 

anyone who attempted to patrol in the
name of civic guarding. 

Reports from the time detail the
backlash against such a decision:

“A consultative body comprising
officials of the civic guard movement
in the Western Areas had been
formed. This body would handle all
civic guard matters including all
cases of prosecution by the Govern-
ment under the new proclamation
banning any organisation purporting
to protect people against hooligans.
Oliver Tambo and Nelson Mandela
were hired to handle the defence of
the arrested guards and outraged res-
idents were determined to overturn
the government’s decision.”

Next week: The 1950s, segregation
crime and gang violence. 

This story was reprinted by the 
Saturday Star courtesy of the Wits Jus-
tice Project. See: www.sophiatowncrit-
ical.co.za

EVICTED: Members of a Sophiatown family remove their belongings from
their home in Toby Street in 1955, before being moved to Meadowlands.

Between the saxophone and the machine gun
Sophiatown’s history of crime and violence is
matched only by its sense of community and
resilience. Robyn Leslie traces Sophiatown’s
origins and the history of crime in the suburb

Sugar is not the only risk factor

S
UGARY snacks and too
much fruit juice are well-
known risk factors for tooth
decay. But there are other

apparently innocent activities that
could be damaging our teeth.

Earlier this month, it was sug-
gested that exercise could be bad for
teeth. Dentists at University Hospi-
tal Heidelberg, Germany, found the
longer athletes exercised, the less
saliva they produced and the more
alkaline it became.

Alkaline saliva encourages the
growth of plaque bacteria, and for
every extra hour of training each
week, the researchers found there
was an increased risk of having
decayed or missing teeth.

“Every day we do things or are
exposed to situations that can have
an impact on our teeth,” says Dr
Stephen Pitt, of the Dental Studio,
Colchester, Essex.

So what could be putting your
teeth or jaw at risk?

Drinking tea to warm you up:
Drinking something hot after com-
ing in from the cold may cause
cracks in the surface of the teeth.

These superficial cracks, barely
visible to the naked eye, are caused
by rapid changes in temperature.

Teeth are made of a yellowish
bulky material called dentine, which
is covered with enamel. When a
tooth is exposed to a sudden temper-
ature change, it can stress the
enamel and result in a crack.

Usually cracks are only a cos-
metic problem, as they can become
stained by coffee or red wine. If they
become deeper and enter the den-
tine, it can cause sensitivity. 
A severe crack may also damage the
pulp or nerve in the tooth, causing
infection or an abscess.

“This happens only if you are fre-
quently exposed to extremes of tem-
perature, so the effects are
cumulative, like constantly stepping
on ice until it gives way,” says Pitt.

You can limit the change in tem-

perature for your teeth during cold
weather by wearing a scarf over
your mouth, as this will warm the
air you breathe.

The same kind of problem can be
caused by crunching the ice in your
drink, says Professor Damien Walm-
sley, scientific adviser to the British
Dental Association.

When you chew ice, you’re creat-
ing a sudden change in temperature,
stressing the enamel, which in turn
can cause small cracks.

Swimming with your mouth
open: Swimming in pools in which
chlorine content hasn’t been care-
fully regulated may lead to dental
erosion – loss of hard tissue from
the surface of the tooth. It may also
leave teeth discoloured and more
sensitive. 

Chlorine reacts with water to
produce a weak form of hydrochlo-
ric acid, which can wear down teeth,
says Professor Walmsley.

Researchers from the New York
University College of Dentistry
found pools that are not properly
maintained can cause severe and
rapid erosion of dental enamel. 

Pools should have their chlorine
levels checked regularly. While
swimming, keep your mouth closed
to avoid exposing teeth to chlori-
nated water. 

Using hay fever remedies:
Antihistamines used for allergies
such as hay fever can cause a dry
mouth, which can lead to tooth
decay in the long term.

They work by blocking hista-
mine – a chemical released by the
immune system when the body is
under attack.

“However, in blocking receptors
for histamine the drug can have an
effect on receptors elsewhere in the
body, such as those on the tongue
and in the mouth,’ says Stephen Fos-
ter, a community pharmacist from
Kent, who specialises in allergies
and respiratory conditions. This
may affect the release of saliva,

causing a dry mouth.
As well as being uncomfortable, a

dry mouth can lead to gum disease
as the gums pull away from the teeth
and form “pockets” that become
infected. Teeth eventually loosen
and can even fall out.

Chewing sugarless gum and sip-
ping water may help boost saliva
production.

Opening packets with your
teeth: Using your teeth to hold knit-
ting needles or biting off threads
can make dents in the front teeth
known as a tailor’s notch, says Tara
Renton, professor of oral surgery at
King’s College, London.

Biting nails or tearing packets
open with your teeth rather than
finding the scissors can also put
huge stress on the front teeth and
can lead to cracks, says Nicola
Owen, of the Dental Health Centre
in Manchester.

The tooth can be restored using
small fillings.

Brushing straight after eating:
Acids and sugars produced when we
eat weaken the protective enamel
temporarily, so if you clean your
teeth straight after eating you are
brushing away at the enamel before
it hardens again, says dentist Dr
Phil Stemmer, of the Fresh Breath
Centre in London.

“Wait at least half an hour – or
even better, brush your teeth before
meals to remove bacteria that feed
off the food, and then freshen up
after eating using an alcohol-free
mouthwash.” And fight the urge to
rinse after cleaning your teeth, as it
washes away the protective fluoride
coating left by the toothpaste.

Taking the contraceptive pill:
Some progesterone-only birth 
control pills could make gums 
inflamed and more likely to bleed.

“They increase levels of hor-
mones such as progesterone, much
in the same way pregnancy does,”
says dentist Dr Jeremy Hill, of the
Ware Centre of Dental Excellence in

Hertfordshire.
“It is thought these hormones

cause an exaggerated reaction to
dental plaque, triggering inflamma-
tion. This is also why pregnant
women may have inflamed gums
that bleed when brushed. Changing
to a lower progesterone Pill may
help.

“While there is no treatment for
the inflammation, good dental care
will minimise it. 

“It may also be useful to use
antiseptic mouthwash that will help
to prevent plaque forming,” says
Hill.

Flying when you have fillings:
Air travel can trigger pain in a tooth
that hasn’t previously bothered you,
says Luke Cascarini, consultant oral
surgeon at the Sloane BMI Hospital
in Kent.

“Changes in altitude can cause
tiny pockets of air to become
trapped in deep fillings or collect in
areas of decay. This air is trapped at
a different pressure to cabin pres-
sure, which is why it hurts. The
same could happen when mountain
climbing or skiing.”

Have a check-up before you go
away to see if you don’t need any fill-
ings. The pain should dissipate
within a few hours of landing, but
see a dentist if it persists.

Being a chatterbox: Talking
non-stop can cause wear and tear on
the jaw and even lead to arthritis in
the joint, says Cascarini, who also
works at Guy’s Hospital in London.

“Constant movement of the jaw
can wear out the joint. I recently
treated a lady who had no obvious
reasons for arthritis other than she
was extremely talkative – by her
own admission. The jaw joint is a
complex joint and probably the most
used in the human body. Around one
in four people will have a problem in
the jaw joints.”

Treatment for arthritis in the jaw
can involve a replacement of both
joints.

Putting aspirin on a sore
tooth: Applying a crushed-up
aspirin tablet straight to the mouth
is a common DIY remedy – the idea
is that it directly attacks the source
of the pain. But applying it directly
to the surface of an aching tooth
may burn the soft, sensitive tissues
in your mouth, says Cascarini. If
you have toothache, aspirin may
indeed help – but only if swallowed.

Using an asthma inhaler:
Asthma inhalers usually contain an
aerosol form of medication known
as beta agonists, which can cause
tooth decay, as it is slightly acidic. 

Taking up scuba diving: Scuba
diving can lead to jaw joint pain,
gum tissue problems or tooth pain
symptoms known as “diver’s mouth
syndrome”, says Walmsley. 
– Daily Mail

Anything from medication to scuba diving can cause tooth decay

CRACKS: When a tooth is exposed to a sudden temperature change,
this can crack the enamel.

Cola could dip
body’s Vit D
CAN drinking cola lead to a lack of
vitamin D?

That’s the suggestion from scien-
tists at Laval University in Canada,
who asked more than 700 women
about their intake of sugary drinks,
including cola, other fizzy drinks
and sweet fruit juice drinks.

Blood samples showed women
who drank cola three times a week
had 12 percent less vitamin D than
women who never drank it. Other
fizzy soft drinks and fruit drinks
didn’t appear to have an effect.

Writing in the journal Nutrients,
the team said higher levels of phos-
phoric acid in cola could be a
possible culprit. Vitamin D helps
regulate calcium and phosphate,
needed to keep bones and teeth
healthy. – Daily Mail

Butter the way
to a thinner you
ADDING butter to mashed potato
may keep blood sugar levels stable –
and even aid weight loss, suggest
Canadian researchers.

A trial at the Univer-
sity of Toronto will
compare the effect
of instant mash
with or without
added fat on glycaemic response,
appetite and food intake.

Glycaemic response is a measure
of how quickly food affects blood
sugar. The researchers believe mash
with added fat will result in lower
glycaemic response as fat is broken
down slower. This should keep peo-
ple feeling full longer. – Daily Mail

It’s where you put it
HOW you decorate your house can
affect your health.   

“We eat 67 percent more food
when it’s stored in a clear box than if
it is hidden in an opaque one,” says
Professor Jason Halford,  chair of
the Association for the Study of
Obesity.  So put  less-healthy foods in
frosted or coloured containers, he
says.  – Daily Mail


