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A mosaic in Bezuidenhout Street,
Johannesburg, by the late artist
Andrew Lindsay, depicts the 1922
miners' strike. Picture:Supplied
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When the air force bombed Joburg
and the streets ran with blood
One hundred years ago this week, SA was shaken to its core as workers campaigning to maintain white privilege fought
pitched battles with the government, writes Nick Dall

A

hundred years ago, at an immense
public meeting on Rissik Street in
central Johannesburg, a general
strike of white workers from all
industries was called. By this point
about 22,000 white miners had
been on strike for about a month.
The strike was a response to the Chamber of
Mines’s plan to remove the “colour bar” that made
skilled and semi-skilled work off-limits to people of
colour — and thus guaranteed decent wages for
whites.
The strikers’ slogan was “Workers of the world
unite and fight for a white South Africa”.
At one point, the miners asked the National and
Labour parties to “proclaim a South African Republic
and immediately to form a government for this
country”. But, even though the Afrikaner nationalist
JBM Hertzog and Col Frederic Creswell of the Labour
Party would have dearly loved to oust prime minister
Jan Smuts, leader of the South African Party (SAP),
they made it clear they would support only peaceful
constitutional reform. Besides, they could see the
writing on the wall for Smuts, who had thrown his lot
in with the mine-owners.
The strike was never peaceful. Drawing on their
experiences in both the Anglo-Boer War (on both
sides) and World War 1, the strikers and their wives
broke into commandos organised along military lines.
The first wave of violence was directed at the
strike-breakers or “scabs” who comprised a tiny
percentage of the white workforce, as Essex
University’s Jeremy Krikler writes: in Krugersdorp, a
taxi that was carrying a woman to the mines to visit
her strike-breaking husband “was immediately
surrounded by an infuriated mob”. The driver was
violently assaulted and thrashed with sjamboks by a

Later, combing the Market Square building for
stragglers, they came across the body of Fisher. A
bloodstained note revealed that he’d committed
suicide: “I died for what I believed to be right, the
cause.”
Over the next few days, government forces scoured
the Rand for revolutionaries and weapons.
There were several reports of revenge killings by
the army. In one instance, four men accused of aiding
the strikers by cutting telephone lines were taken to a
deep valley near Rosettenville and shot dead.
At midnight on March 17 the strike committee
officially called the strike off. All told, at least 214
people had died, including 43 members of the army,
29 policemen and 81 civilians. But there was still hope
among the strikers that the mine-owners would now
take their demands seriously.
Instead, the bosses chose to make an example out
of the men. More than 850 strikers were criminally
charged, 46 of them with murder. In the end 16 were
sentenced to death but, following a public outcry, only
the first four were hanged. Their crimes weren’t any
worse than those committed by the other 12, they just
had the bad luck of being convicted first. Public
outcry saved the rest.
It is perhaps worth noting how unique the Rand
Revolt was in South African history – we would have
to wait until 1991 and the AWB’s “Battle of
Ventersdorp” to again see white protestors being shot
and killed by South African police.
The whole episode proved disastrous for Smuts.
Three months after the revolt, Hertzog and Creswell
had their first meeting about a possible political

Practically the whole
of Johannesburg was
watching this terrible
drama in clear,
beautiful sunshine. On
buildings, houses,
water tanks, there
were crowds of
spectators

In Benoni, women
attacked scabs ‘with
bicycle chains
connected to pick
handles, leaving them
looking like a red pulp’
mixed gathering of women strikers.
At City Deep mine, near central Johannesburg, a
women’s commando came upon a man leaving work
and “knocked him down and beat and kicked him
unmercifully”. In Germiston a pair of strike-breakers
were forced to parade in front of a demonstration of
10,000 picketers “carrying a blackboard inscribed,
‘We are scabs’’’. In Benoni, women attacked scabs
“with bicycle chains connected to pick handles,
leaving them looking like a red pulp”.
On March 7 1922, the day after the general strike
was announced, railway employees were forcibly
prevented from going to work and the next day a
railway line near Driefontein was sabotaged and a
train was shot at. On March 9, strike leader Percy
Fisher gave orders for the strikers to “take” the Reef
and the West Rand. The Rand Revolt had begun.
At 4.45am on Friday March 10, or Black Friday as it
later became known, striker commandos attacked the
Newlands police station in western Johannesburg,
lobbing hand grenades into the precinct and
peppering the building with gunfire. At 6.30am the
Brakpan Strike Commando attacked a small armed
garrison at the offices of the Brakpan Mine, killing
eight “defenders”.
According to Special Constable Joseph Stephens’s
testimony in court, “there was a general slaughter… A
wounded man pathetically waved a handkerchief and
begged for water, but one of the attackers turned
round and said, ‘You bastard, it is too late to talk about
water now. Take this’, and he got a bullet through his
head.”
Shortly afterwards, the South African Air Force
(SAAF) suffered its first ever casualty when aerial
observer Maj WW Carey-Thomas, the sole passenger
in a DH9A aircraft, was shot through the heart by one
of the Brakpan strikers while flying above them.
At 9am Smuts declared martial law, and called up
more troops. A police crackdown resulted in the
arrest of several strike organisers — but Fisher
managed to slip through the net.
At about 2pm a train carrying 200 troops from the
Transvaal Scottish regiment was brought to a stop at
the Dunswart Crossing, where the line had been
sabotaged. The Benoni strike commando ambushed
the soldiers, killing 12 and wounding 30.
At 6pm, police at the Fordsburg charge office, who
had been under assault all day, ran out of ammunition
and were forced to hightail it to the nearby barracks. A
shopkeeper who helped to conceal the fleeing
policemen was captured by the strikers and shot
dead.
Black Friday was not an aberration. The following
morning Benoni became one of the first places in the
world to be subjected to aerial bombing. The SAAF
dropped four bombs on the suburb, but only one hit
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its target. Others struck a cafe and the courthouse,
killing several civilians. Over the next few days SAAF
bombs would claim a dozen civilian lives.
On Sunday March 12, the tide began to turn
Smuts’s way, but there would still be plenty of blood
spilt on the streets of Johannesburg. A combined force
supported by cannon, mortar and aircraft pursued the
strikers along Main Reef Road. Despite sustaining
heavy losses from rooftop snipers, the military were
able to bring the East Rand under control by midafternoon.
Government forces also advanced on central
Johannesburg. From the corner of Jan Smuts Avenue
and Empire Road, they launched a mortar attack
while simultaneously the Transvaal Scottish
advanced along the northern perimeter of the

Braamfontein Cemetery, losing three men in the
process. About 1,700 strikers were captured and the
dead (from both sides) were temporarily buried at
Milner Park — now part of the Braamfontein campus
of Wits University.
On Monday, government forces built on these
advances to clear the Rand of remaining militant
elements. By nightfall, key striker strongholds,
including Newlands, Langlaagte, Benoni and Brakpan,
were all largely under government control.
On Tuesday, they turned their attention to
Fordsburg, the last outpost of the strikers. At 6.30am a
plane dropped thousands of pamphlets, calling upon
“all women, children, law-abiding citizens and
natives” to evacuate the area before 11am.
Just in time for mid-morning tea, the shelling

commenced. Over the next hour, 140 shrapnel shells
rained down on Fordsburg, as ground troops closed in
on the area from all sides. A Whippet tank was
deployed but it broke down in the Fordsburg subway
and one of the men on board was killed. To add to the
surreal scenes, as the Cape Times reported,
“practically the whole of Johannesburg was watching
this terrible drama in clear, beautiful sunshine. On the
tops of buildings, houses, water tanks — everywhere
— there were crowds of spectators.”
At about lunchtime, the Durban Light Infantry and
Transvaal Scottish came under heavy fire in what is
now Albertina Sisulu Street, losing two men.
Occupying a nearby bottle store, they concealed their
Vickers machine gun behind its frosted windows and
opened fire on the strikers at point-blank range.

coalition — what would become known as “the Pact”.
When Smuts proposed a motion that all
government forces be granted indemnity for their
actions during the Rand Revolt (while arguing that the
strikers must feel the full might of the law), Hertzog
sniffed blood — literally. As Smuts’s son writes: “He
paraded my father’s long sequence of bloody events
from the 1913 strike to the present one, ending on a
high shrieking note: ‘The Prime Minister’s footsteps
drip with blood! His footsteps go down in history in
that manner!’”
In 1924, after losing a by-election in the
supposedly safe seat of Wakkerstroom in what is now
Mpumalanga, Smuts called a snap election. “After
Wakkerstroom the government is doubtful whether it
still enjoys the confidence of the country,” he said.
As it turned out, the result was not even close.
Though more people voted for Smuts than for Hertzog
and Creswell combined, the Pact won a 27-seat
majority over the SAP and Smuts lost his seat in
Pretoria West to a Labour candidate. For the first time
in SA’s history, the Nationalists controlled the
government.
One need look no further than a speech given to
parliament on August 12 1924 by newly elected
National Party MP Dr AJ Stals to see where the party
would take the country: “In this country, there is a
small number of whites against the natives, a few
civilised people against uncivilised hordes, and for
that reason it is so important that not a single white
person should be allowed to go under...There is no
greater problem than this, because the existence of
the European civilisation in this country hinges on it.”
Sadly, the strike did precious little to improve the
lot of the miners, black or white. As JP Brits and
Burridge Spies write: “After the strike the wages of
semi-skilled white workers were decreased and mine
owners were free to allocate underground work as
they saw fit. This meant that semi-skilled whites were
replaced at an accelerated pace by cheaper black
labourers.”
Not until the late 1930s would white miners’ wages
eventually begin to rise.
Black miners, meanwhile, would have to wait until
the 1970s to see any meaningful increase in their
standard of living. The formation of the National
Union of Mineworkers in 1982 by Cyril Ramaphosa
would finally help them to find a united voice. That
said, the wages and living standards of unskilled
miners - the majority of whom are still black - remain
low, and many of the issues raised 100 years ago are
as pertinent as ever.
✼Dall is the co-author of ‘Spoilt Ballots: The Elections that

Shaped South Africa, from Shaka to Cyril’

