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Gangsterism

Ruth Hopkins

A
bout three months 
ago, the police made 
a chilling discovery 
in the backyard of an 
old woman living in 

Westbury — the unmarked graves 
of seven boys stacked on top of one 
another.

The boys had worked for a 
druglord known as Clinch* in this 
notorious Johannesburg neighbour-
hood with its gangsters, drugs and 
soaring unemployment. Sniffer dogs 
had alerted the police to the bodies.

An investigation unit from Cape 
Town had been called in to execute 
the raid on the house. The reason 
for using investigators from out-
side   the area was found in a little 
black notebook that belonged to 
Clinch, the old lady’s grandson. The 
names and cell numbers of many 
Sophiatown police officers were 
listed in the book. 

Clinch was arrested at the end of 
July. Residents, however, have since 
seen him cruising the streets of 
Westbury in a fancy car, as if noth-
ing happened.  

The Hawks and the national crime 
intelligence unit apparently over-
saw the raid and, according to a 
police source who cannot be named 
for reasons of security, have been 
investigating Sophiatown police sta-
tion for several months. This, the 
source says, led to the suspension 
of police officers, some of whom 
were believed to be on Clinch’s pay-
roll. A senior police official was also 
said to be under investigation for 
corruption. 

But Brigadier Neville Malila, 
the  provincial head of corporate 
communication for the Gauteng 
South African Police Service, 
denies the allegations. “No mem-
bers at Sophiatown police station 
were arrested or suspended as a 
result of an internal investigation. 
Allegations of alleged corruption 
that are levelled against members 
are continuously being investigated. 
The allegations of the arrests and 
suspension of members are there-
fore baseless and untrue.”

Westbury fal ls  within the 
Sophiatown police precinct. The 
tiny former coloured township is 
a rich feeding ground for corrup-
tion.  Gangs that went by the name 
of Fast Guns, Spaldings, Vultures, 
Majimbos and Varados roamed its 
streets, fighting a bloody interne-
cine turf war that dragged on for 
decades.  

When the warring gangs sealed 
a peace pact towards the end of 
the millennium, druglords such as 
Clinch, and others who go by the 
names of Malut, Capone and Sekkie, 
moved into the power vacuum and 
became the new gangsters. They 
turned Westbury into the place to 
be if you want to score, use or deal 
in drugs. Tik, cocaine, nyaope, cat 
and dagga are available on its street 
corners. 

In an area with soaring unem-
ployment, boys and young men 
are drawn into the drug trade and 
become drug runners and often 
addicts as well. 

Some believe the gang wars are 
a thing of the past and Westbury is 
a safer place. But the seven bodies 
and the death of a three-year-old 

who was recently shot dead when a 
druglord’s stray bullet hit him in the 
head give the lie to this. 

Westbury remains a gangster’s 
paradise.  

Who corrupts the police?
The sun beats down relentlessly on 
the Bowling Green in Westbury, a 
walled-off oasis with wide lawns and 
a community hall that looks like a 
big farmhouse with large windows 
that let in ample light. 

About 30 men and women are run-
ning in circles, pushing big tractor 

tyres around. A man stands at the 
back of the lawn and yells out mili-
tary-sounding commands. The group 
drop to their knees and start doing 
push-ups. A minute later they are 
running around the lawn again. 

Bobby Jansen lives in a smaller 
house behind the community hall. 
An Alsatian is chained to a pole 
in the yard; he tries to shake off a 
swarm of flies that buzz around his 
eyes and nose. 

Jansen works for the Together 
Action Group, a nongovernmental 
organisation that aims to create a 

safer and stronger community by 
providing a restorative justice pro-
gramme and an after-school pro-
gramme, designed to keep pupils off 
the streets. 

The men and women work-
ing up a sweat have been arrested 
for drugs possession. They have 
been placed in a “diversion  
programme”, part of the restora-
tive justice project, designed to keep 
their criminal record clean. If they 
participate in the programme, the 
possession charge will be dropped. 

Jansen, who wears green overalls, 
has lively eyes, a greying beard and 
a few missing front teeth, is also a 
 former gangster. He ran with the 
Spaldings gang in the 1960s, 1970s 
and 1980s. Despite his criminal past, 
he has little sympathy with the peo-
ple on the lawn. 

“These boys and girls have been 
caught with drugs. Now they have to 
pay,” says Jansen. 

The violent, gang-riddled history 
and current prevalence of druglords 
in Westbury have led to a  substantial 
police presence in the neighbour-
hood. Drive through any of the 
meandering streets that branch 
off into dead ends and courtyards 
where children play football, and a 
white-and-blue police vehicle isn’t 
far away. Yet, ask any of the resi-
dents living in the colourful houses 
along these streets and they will tell 
you that the police do not serve and  
protect them.  

Jansen is a dissonant voice among 
this chorus of complaints. “Yes, the 
police are corrupt. But who corrupts 
the police? The community. 

“They all scream police corruption 
and violence when they’re arrested, 
but just look at them. Sometimes 
they come here to the programme 

Westbury languishing under reign      of its druglords
When warring Westbury gangs made peace in the 1990s, the 
gangster heavyweights agreed to leave their lives of violence 
behind. But their peace pact did not eliminate crime and 

brutality. Amid the toxic mix of unemployment and rampant 
drug addiction, and in alleged complicitity with the local police 
force, druglords have stepped into the gap left by the gangs 

Retired: Former Fast Guns 
member Jango still sees 
ex-gangsters sometimes, 
when they get together  
for a braai.  
Photo: Madelene Cronjé

Stark: Unemployment is high in Westbury, contributing to a rise in drug-related crime. Photo: Delwyn Verasamy


