
22  Mail & Guardian  October 31 to November 6 2014

Gangsterism

Westbury languishing under reign of its druglords
By the end of the lunch, though, 

there was no telling who was 
Varados and who a Vulture, as eve-
ryone sat eating, laughing and chat-
ting together. 

At a public event on February 28 
1999 at the Cecile Payne football 
stadium in Roodepoort, Westbury 
residents turned out in droves. 
Thousands of mothers, fathers, pas-
tors, community leaders and chil-
dren cheered as the former gang 
leaders burned flags displaying the  
insignia of their gangs and firearms 
were handed in. Faver and Jansen 
found God when they left the gangs. 

While Jansen was trying to help 
youngsters through his work in the 
Together Action Group, he saw his 
son descend into a life of crime and 
drug addiction and found he could 
not stop it. 

“My son started hanging out at the 
groot boom, a big tree in the mid-
dle of Westbury. It was the place 
where all the wannabe gangsters 
hung out, the young generation who 
took pride in naming themselves 
the Young Fast Guns or the FBI. 
They were all dealing drugs for the 
druglords.”

When his son started dealing and 
using drugs and refused to leave the 
gang, Jansen resorted to a drastic 
measure. He stabbed his son. 

“I said to him: I brought you into 
this world and I will take you out. 
It was a last resort. I didn’t divorce 
him though; he is and remains my 
son. He is an addict now and I can-
not stab him anymore. I can only 
pray for him. If we have to bury him, 
then so be it.”

Druglords order a hit 
Jansen’s family tribulations reflect 
the changes that have swept through 
Westbury. The hope and promise 
generated by the gang’s peace pro-
cess has been dampened by the rise 
of drugs and druglords in the area. 
Unemployment is still sky-high and 
neither the government nor the cor-
porate world has, despite promises 
to do so, invested in the neighbour-
hood. Since 2001, unemployment 
has more than doubled, as reported 
by the 2011 Census statistics on 
household income. About half of the 
residents reported they had either 
no income or earned less than the 
median annual household wage for 
Gauteng (R44 196).  

When the municipality recently 
hired a Soweto-based construction 
company for maintenance work on 
several blocks of flats in Westbury, 
some residents reacted and took to 
the streets. Holding placards with 
“Govt Give Jobs!” “Poverty Kills 
Our Community” and “Poverty, 
our kinders suffer”, about 30 men, 
women and children blocked off 
streets, burned car tyres and toyi-toy-
ied in protest. 

Community leader Charl Joseph 
told the Citizen newspaper: “If you 
are idle the devil has work.” 

According to police statistics, 
drug-related crimes — using and sell-
ing — in the Sophiatown precinct 
have doubled since 2012 and are six 
times higher than 2011. The police 
mainly arrest drug users and small-
time dealers and, allegedly, leave 
druglords like Clinch untouched. 

The Westbury druglords are 
becoming more brazen. Ishmael 
Daggee, a former Fast Guns gangster, 
was shot on April 15 when he got out 
of his car to open his gate. A hooded 
youngster pointed a gun at him, shot 
him and ran away. Daggee lifts his 
shirt to show a dark bullet wound in 
his upper chest, close to his shoulder. 
“Someone ordered a hit. I don’t know 
who or why.”

The reason, he surmises, might be 
druglords afraid he may move on to 
their turf. Daggee served a 20-year 
sentence for two murders. “The 
Spaldings killed my uncle. They cut 
off his private parts and stuffed them 
in his mouth. Since that day, I shot 
every Spalding I saw.” 

Daggee got the death sentence, 
which was commuted to a suspended 
life sentence in 1989. He was released 

on parole in 2006. “I have a girlfriend 
and a four-year-old daughter. I run a 
tuck shop with my mother and gener-
ally keep to myself.”

When Daggee does get together 
with other ex-gansterss it’s for a 
braai. On a bright and brisk after-
noon in July, he joins other former 
Fast Guns. One chops wood, while 
another peels a carrot. 

Jango, a heavy set man, hikes up 

his shirt to show his tattoos. “I was 
shot with seven bullets. One is still 
lodged in my spine,” he says.

Daggee did not report his recent 
shooting to the Sophiatown police. 
“They visited me in hospital, but I 
don’t trust them. They are on the 
payroll of these big druglords and 
I suspect one of them is behind the 
hit. Reporting this crime would just 
endanger my life more.”

With little trust in the protective 
powers of the police, Daggee sees no 
other option than to buy a gun. “I 
can’t run away, I can’t protect myself 
and I know they will be back. I will 
end up dead or in prison.” 

A toxic mix
A mutually beneficial marriage 
between the druglords and the police 
is something every resident spoken 
to speaks of when asked whether 
they trust the Sophiatown police. 

The toxic mix of the drug trade 
and addiction and an allegedly inac-
tive, or even complicit, police force, 
has led to repeated calls to close the 
Sophiatown police station. Every 
year Westbury residents hand a list of 
known drug dealers to the police, but 
they say not much happens. 

Zakie and Jansen are not con-
vinced the Sophiatown police are cor-
rupt — it is a South African problem. 
“Every police station in South Africa 
is corrupt,” says Zakie. 

He gets worked up when corrupt 
policing is discussed. He gets up from 
his easy chair, yanks the curtains 
to one side and points to the dark 
street outside. “Our community has 
to take responsibility. See that pole 
outside?  That pole belongs to me. 
The street belongs to me, I am tak-
ing ownership. See that house on 
the opposite side of the street? We 
know it is used as a drug house. I 
have now  petitioned the police to do 
something. As a community we have 
identified the house and we are tak-
ing action.”

Jansen nods in agreement. 
“[Susan] Pitout, the Sophiatown sta-
tion commander, has an open-door 
policy. We are all family in Westbury. 
We need to take charge and solve our 
own problems, without blaming the 
police.” 

*Not his real name  
 
• The Wits Justice Project has inves-
tigated the Sophiatown police station 
and the areas it covers. The choice 
was based on the suburb’s rich his-
tory and present diversity. The police 
station serves an area that includes 
the poorest and dispossessed as well 
as the comfortable middle class. 
Sophiatown can be seen as a micro-
cosm demonstrating South Africa’s 
violent past, its struggling present 
and its potential for the future. Visit 
sophiatowncritical.co.za

Suburban scenes: Westbury falls within the Sophiatown police precint (left). The Together Action Group runs a rehab programme for offenders at 
the bowling green (right). Ishmael Daggee (below) survived a hit, probably ordered by a drug lord. Photos: Delwyn Verasamy and Madelene Cronjé

Stark: Gangsta graffiti 
decorates the walls in the 
volatile suburb. Photo: 
Delwyn Verasamy
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