THE
1949 DURBAN RIOTS:
Press Clippings
of
Haji Ahmed Suleman Ballim

(Compiled by Dr Ismail Vadi / Images scanning by Yunus Chamda)

1

PREFACE
On 13 January 2022, South Africans may recall the seventy-third year of the 1949
Durban riots. The day may bring back bitter memories of the tragic loss of African,
Indian and White lives and the extensive damage to private property. It may
trigger reflection on similar and more recent events such as the 1985 Inanda riots
and the attempted insurrection in July 2021 in Kwazulu-Natal, Gauteng and
Mpumalanga.
On a late afternoon on 13 January 1949, an Indian storekeeper in the Durban
market assaulted an African youth named George Madondo. This led later to a
further altercation involving a group of Indians and Africans, leaving 62 people
injured. All was quiet by that evening. The next day, groups of Africans attacked
Indians physically and damaged their residential and business properties, with the
consequent rioting continuing for several days thereafter.
The dreadful result was that 142 people (African, Indian and White) were killed
and 1 087 others were injured; 58 of whom died later. One factory, 58 stores
and 247 dwellings were destroyed, and two factories and 652 stores were
damaged.1 The racist National Party government was forced to deploy 500 army,
navy and air force personnel in support of the South African Police. An additional
contingent of 200 police from Johannesburg was flown into Durban as
reinforcement in the unstable province.2
(Haji) Ahmed Suleman Ballim (b.1923), a young and enthusiastic photographer at
the time, who lived on Saville Street in Durban Central took a personal interest in
the riots. Partly, this was because he was a first-hand witness to the mayhem that
followed the assault on the young Madondo on that fateful afternoon in 1949. The
shop where he worked in Durban’s Queen Street too - like hundreds of others –
was damaged and looted. As a photographer though he took the thoughtful
initiative of collecting news clippings of those tragic events. These he collated
meticulously in his little exercise book, which he preserved for over seven decades
until he passed away at the age of 93. Ahmed Ballim must be commended for this
historical bequest that he has left to his children.
The horrific violence and the deaths, damages and destruction of the 1949 AfroIndian riots shocked both the African and Indian communities. It left relations
between them severely strained. The newly elected National Party (NP)
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government that espoused the hurtful policy of apartheid appointed a
Commission of Inquiry into the conflict. The African National Congress (ANC) and
the Natal and Transvaal Indian Congresses boycotted the Commission and refused
to participate in its proceedings, believing that apartheid and race discrimination
underlay the racial rioting. They recalled that in the 1948 all-White elections, the
NP propagated the slogan, “Die Kaffirs en Boesmans op hul plek, en die Koelies uit
die land”.3 Instead, the ANC, NIC and TIC responded by sending a joint delegation
of African and Indian leaders to calm the situation and to help restore peace. Molvi
Ismail Cachalia and Naransamy Naidoo from the TIC, AWG Champion and Moses
Kotane of the ANC and HA Poonen and Dr Monty Naicker from the NIC constituted the
Congress leadership group that served as peace ambassadors to the riot-torn
areas.4 On 6 February 1949, the Congress leaders issued a joint statement, which
stated:
Whatever the immediate causes which may have precipitated the
outburst…(they) are convinced that the fundamental and basic causes
of the disturbances are traceable to the political, economic and social
structure of this country, based on differential and discriminatory
treatment of the various racial groups and the preaching in high places
of racial hatred and intolerance.5
The racial riots followed historic events such as the African mineworkers’ strike of
1946 and the non -violent Passive Resistance Campaigns organised
jointly by the Natal and Transvaal Indian Congresses. Both struggles
saw important steps towards non -racial co -operation between
Indians and Africans, including smaller numbers of Whites and
Coloureds. These campaigns contributed to forging closer working relations
among the national political organisations of the oppressed, particularly the ANC
and the South African Indian Congress. For instance, the trial of 53 trade union,
ANC and Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) officials and leaders for aiding
and abetting the ‘illegal’ African mineworkers’ strike, and the enthusiastic public
support for the strikers by the Passive Resistance Councils of the Indian
Congresses, solidified relationships among the leaders of the various opposition
political groupings.6 In reflecting on the impact of the passive resistance campaign
on the ANCYL and the ANC itself, Mandela states:
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Led by Dr Dadoo and Dr GM Naicker, president of the Natal Indian
Congress (NIC), the Indian community conducted a mass campaign that
impressed us with its organisation and dedication. Housewives, priests,
doctors, lawyers, traders, students and workers took their place in
the front lines of the protest. For two years, people suspended their
lives to take up the battle…I often visited the home of Amina Pahad
for lunch, and then, suddenly, this charming woman put aside her
apron and went to jail for her beliefs. If I had once questioned the
willingness of the Indian community to protest against oppression, I no
longer could…The Indian campaign became a model for the type of
protest that we in the Youth League were calling for. It instilled a
spirit of defiance and radicalism among the people, broke the fear of
prison, and boosted the popularity and influence of the NIC and TIC.
They reminded us that the freedom struggle was not merely a
question of making speeches, holding meetings, passing resolutions
and sending deputations, but of meticulous organisation, militant mass
action and, above all, the willingness to suffer and sacrifice.7
This laid the basis for the signing on 9 March 1947 of a “Joint Declaration of Cooperation”, commonly referred to as the Dadoo-Xuma-Naicker Pact, which
encapsulated a six-point agreement by the Presidents of the ANC, the TIC and the
NIC, to work together for universal franchise; economic, trade union and land
rights; adequate housing; free and compulsory education; freedom of movement,
and the removal of all discriminatory and oppressive legislation. The Doctors’ Pact
symbolised the growing unity of the organisations of Indian and African people in
struggle.8 Mandela affirms that the Doctors’ Pact laid a foundation for future
co-operation of Africans, Indians and Coloureds, since it respected the
independence of each individual group, but acknowledged the achievements that
could be realised from acting in concert. He states it “precipitated a series of nonracial, anti-government campaigns around the country, which sought to bring
together Africans and Indians in the freedom struggle”.9 The Afro-Indian riots
therefore was a major test for this process of growing political unity between the
ANC, TIC and NIC.10 It is to the credit of the broader Congress movement that it
continued to build non-racial unity in the 1950s through mass struggles such as
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the Defiance Campaign of 1952, the Campaign for the Congress of the People and
Freedom Charter in 1955, and the historic Women’s March of 9 August 1956
against the ‘pass law’.
The painful memories of the racially motivated violence among Africans and
Indians were reawakened last year during the failed insurrection after the arrest
of former President Jacob Zuma. This was after Zuma’s imprisonment by the
Constitutional Court to fifteen months for failing to co-operate with the Zondo
Commission of Inquiry into State Capture. Supporters of Zuma went on a rampage
in KwaZulu-Natal and parts of Gauteng and Mpumalanga. South Africa had to deal
with the worst possible attack on its constitutional order since its first democratic
elections in April 1994. It witnessed five days of mayhem – the loss of over 300
lives, extensive looting of businesses, public violence and massive damage to
economic and other public infrastructure in the three provinces.11
The chaos unleashed across the country aimed at forcing the judiciary and
President Cyril Ramaphosa to release or pardon Zuma, prevent any further arrests
and prosecution of those alleged to be involved in state capture and corruption,
and to intimidate the nation at large. Quite inexplicably, the police, army and
intelligence services failed the nation in not anticipating the mayhem and
timeously defending large communities confronted by mob looting.12 Unlike in
1949, the police response this time was feeble, and the army was deployed
belatedly. President Ramaphosa characterised these tragic events as a failed
insurrection that aimed to overthrow a legitimate and democratic government.
The consolation was that the people came out in defence of their democracy and
at great risk to their personal safety helped to thwart the attempted insurrection.
This time ordinary citizens took it upon themselves to protect their communities
and properties.13 But the damage was done and relations between the various
racial groups in society were severely strained again. Sadly, this points to the
fragility of our democracy and our nationhood.
Ahmed Ballim’s press clippings in no small measure help us to remember the
January 1949 Afro-Indian riots in Durban. It forces upon our consciousness a
reflection of the form and character of South African society. In some ways it helps
us to come to terms with the historical trauma of that era and of contemporary
South Africa. And it beckons us to strive continuously for a non-racial, united,
democratic and prosperous South Africa, based upon equality for all.
Dr Ismail Vadi

13 January 2022
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