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These days Marks Mabeo has a lot 
o f l ime on his hands. He has not 
been at work for three weeks. Like 
340 000 other mincworkers, he i* 
port o f the biggest mine strike i i 
the history o f this country. 

T w o weeks ago, Marks was given 
R80 and told to leave his hostel at 
Randfomein Estates. So the young 
man left for his home in the West 
Rand townsh ip o f M o h l a k c n g . 
There he found his step-father, on 
o ld man c a l l e d Oupa M i k e 
Mot lhabe. The two sat down to 
talk. Marks found that his father 
had many lessons for the young 
men on the mines today. 

The o ld warr ior to ld the young 
f ighter about the t imes when he 
too worked at the Randfontein 
Estates mine. He told Marks that 
the young miners o f today were 
f i n i sh ing an old batt le that his 
fr iends began on the mines over 
for ty years ago * in the strike of 
1946. This is the old man's story: 

FROM THE FREE STATE 

* I was bora in the Free State in 
1921. When I was 16 years old I 
went to work on the mines. That is 
how I l anded up at the 
Randfontein Estate gold mine. 

*1 f i rst worked as a carpenter* I 
earned 12 pounds in f i ve weeks. 
Wh i te carpenters earned that 
much in a week, I l i ved at the 

R a n d f o n t e i n c o m p o u n d . The 
compounds were very crowded. In 
my room there were 42 people. 
The beds were lined up one on top 
of the other. We were not given 
any blankets - we had to buy them 
ourses lves . 

T h e m i n e r s w h o w o r k e d 
underground used t o get t h i n 
porr idge in the morn ing before 
their shift started. The porr idge 
was served f rom a b ig bucket. 
Once a week, on a ftiday, we were 
given a piece of raw meat to cook. 
Condit ions underground were very 
dangerous. The slopes were very 
narrow and miners had to crawl 
around there for twelve hours a 
shi f t . M a n y miners were k i l l ed 
underground. Most were k i l led in 
rock fa l ls . I t was not a safe place 
to be in . 

J.B MARKS - A STRONG MAN 

There was no union on the mine in 
those days. I remember the t ime I 
met Mr JB Marks f rom the Afr ican 
Mine workers Un ion . 

! f irst met Mr Marks i n 1945. He 
was a good man. He was also very 
strong. He was an ex-teacher. He 
came f rom Johannesburg to tel l us 
about the union. I said I wou ld 
help h im organise the workers. I t 
was a d i f f i cu l t j o b to do because 
the mine bosses did not want us to 
speak about it I f they saw us 
ta lk ing to Mr Marks they wou ld 

chase him away. 

Organis ing the workers was also 
d i f f i c u l t . Many workers d id not 
understand what the union stood 
for. I explained to them that the 
union wou ld help us f igh t for 
be t te r wages* bet te r l i v i n g 
cond i t ions and improved safely. 
After this some workers decided 
to jo in . 

Every Wednesday Mr Marks used 
to meet us at the Rob inson 
compound concession store. Some 
of us had to keep watch in case the 
mine police came. I would give the 
names of the new union members 
plus their membership fee of 30 
cents. I f the mine po l ice were 
looking for h im. he would come to 
my house. 

Sometimes Mr Marks sent h is 

comrade, Mr Ma jo ro , l o see us. 

They were bo lh very busy. In 

was i l legal because 
not recognised. 

our union was 

Dur ing the strike Mr Marks gave 
me forms to fill in . I had to write 
down how many miners were 
s t r i k ing , as wel l as their names. 
The police got hold o f these forms, 
and we were questioned. I was 
warned to stop te l l i ng people 
about the union. 

On our mine the strike 

two days. O n other 
str ike lasted for f i ve 

police were too strong for 

lasted only 

mines the 

days. The 

us. 

A f te r the strike Mr Marks could 
not come as often as he used to. 

Then they arrested h im. Next I 

heard he left the country and was 
in the Soviet Un ion . I believe he 

died there. 

A HARD NUT TO CRACK 
1 left the mine in 1957, after 20 
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R a n d f o n t e i n there were f i v e 

compounds. Mr Marks and Mr 

Majoro had to visi t them a l l . 

The union wanted the mine to pay 
workers 20 cents a shi f t - an 
increase of f ive cents. The bosses 
refused. They wou ld not l isten to 
the union. The union organised a 
st r ike. 

THE STRIKE IN 1946 

Before the s t r i ke started wc 
handed out pamph le ts . These 
p a m p h l e t s e x p l a i n e d to the 
workers the reasons for the strike 
and when it was going to start. 

O n 12 August 1946. the str ike 
began. The government po l i ce 
came to the compounds at three 
o 'c lock in the mo rn i ng . They 
chased us out o f the compound. 
They forced us down the shafts. 
But we refused to work. The police 
used guns and teargas. Many 
miners were hur l . 

The bosses called a meeting. They 
said we were do ing something 

dangerous. They said the str ike 

years service. When 1 left 1 got no 
long service award, I t r ied many 
times to gel my money but I was 
not successful. This strike today 
is just as d i f f i cu l t as our strike 
was. But the N U M is good. They 
arc strong. They have brought the 
workers together. They say an 
in jury to one is an in jury to a l l . 
That is good. I t is important that 
people come together and fight for 
their r ights . 

Today, at least N U M can talk l o 
the bosses and to the miners. I 
want to know why the bosses do 
not l is ten to N U M . The union 
warned about the s t r i ke . Why 
didn't they l isten? It cou ld have 
been avoided. 

In my day the bosses and their 
fr iends were stronger than us. We 
were a lways i n t roub le f o r 
f o l l ow ing JB Marks. The children 
today are strong. They arc making 
history l ike wc d id . That is a good 
th ing . The bosses must pay • 
l iv ing wage. They are a hard nut to 
crack but I know that we w i l l w in 
in the end. 
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