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YOUNG, HIGH AND

DANGEROUS

Youth Gangs and Violence in Khayelitsha
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T hey fight to kill — with pangas, knives and their bare hands. They don't
know why the fighting began but it doesn't seem to matter. Proving your
manhood doesn't require a reason. And in Khayelitsha, where the teenage Vato
and Vura gangs battle for control of the potholed streets, the body count rises
almost daily. High on tik and magic potions from sangomas, these youngsters
rule the schools and terrorise any adults who stand in their way. Armed taxi
drivers used to have a measure of control, firing over the heads of warring
gangsters, but not anymore.

‘People didn't have faith in the police so they'd call us,” a taxi driver said.
‘We used to beat them to make them stop. But we don't any more because these
youngsters have become very dangerous — possessed, really. They live in our
neighborhoods and we can become targets.’

‘It's changed since my day,” said 49-year-old taxi driver Ta Victor. ‘In the
1990s we named ourselves after the prison gangs — 26s, 27s, 28s. I was a 26.
We would fight people from other townships but not people within our own
community. Those days we fought over women. It's different now. They fight
in the same streets and even in the same schools and for nothing.’

Unlike coloured gangs, who usually battle with guns over drug turf, the

Vuras and Vatos appear to be influenced by traditional stick fighting in the rural ‘I wanted to be cool like my friends’
areas from where they, or their parents, often originate. A gang member pointed
out that using pangas, sticks and knives was more manly than using guns. ‘We
want to feel an achievement when we beat our enemy,” he said. ‘Guns have
power but give no satisfaction.” Another gang member pointed out that they
don't use guns because they don’t have access to them. So they use whatever
sharp weapon they can find, from a pencil to a panga.

One Friday afternoon, I was standing near a bridge in Site B, Khayelitsha,
when tension rippled through pedestrians, who fled from the bridge in near
panic. Under the bridge, I saw a group of armed youths, many in school

uniforms with satchels on their backs. Another group of about 25-30

youngsters swarmed towards them and a fight, involving stones, knives and

‘We use whatever weapons we can find’

pangas, began. It was almost theatrical. Each person appeared to have a
particular target in the opposing group. As I watched, two gang members were
cornered and beaten with stones. One was stabbed in the head. The fight
stopped when a taxi driver began shooting over the youths’ heads. They
dispersed, assisting the injured.

Andiswa, a pupil who lives near the bridge, told me she watches the fights
from her house and finds them interesting. ‘They usually fight on Fridays,” she
said. ‘Sometimes they run right past here. It's exciting.” While battles are more
formal, flash attacks can happen at any time. Young people are always on the

alert and aware of whose territory they’re in. It's a stressful existence. Gang

members use hand signals and a gang language called gurantsa to identify each

a h
other. They use special whistles to coordinate an attack. Acting adult: this is the handsign of the 28 prison gang.
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High on tik and adrenaline, gang members have hair-trigger moods and are
totally unpredictable. A gang member bragged to me about an attack that left a
teenager dead: ‘There were 14 of us and there were three of them. Two ran
away, but we wanted to make sure that those two who ran would get the
message not to mess with us. We beat the [remaining] guy and stoned him.
Someone took a brick and smashed his face until he was dead. We left him
there.’

People usually find a way to justify their behaviour to themselves, but
among the Vatos and Vuras these reasons seem devoid of rationality. A Vato
member named T-Boss told me: ‘I live a normal life during the day and I live
to kill at night. They call me T-boss because I'm the leader in my section
[Grassland Section]. The young boys listen to me and they respect me; I tell
them what to do and they do it.’

T-boss was arrested a year ago and charged with the murder of a 15-year-old
boy. He was in prison for six months but, he said, the charge sheet ‘went
missing’ because ‘I bring business and know things that can get people in
trouble.” When asked to elaborate he said it was a ‘private matter’.

T-Boss explained that the fights started years ago. ‘One of the boys from
Graceland was stabbed to death at a pub in F Section. So we made sure we were
going to have revenge and we did. As years passed people had other reasons for
fighting. Some of the boys do not know why they fight; they just do it for power
and attention. We're not going to stop until we rule the Vuras and if anyone
stands in our way we will sort them out. I don't care if they are the police,
government or parents.’

When asked if rape was part of gang life, he answered: ‘We all rape girls if
needs to be. If our enemies have sisters or siblings, we target them; we use them
as weapons against our enemy. I have raped three girls already and one of my
family members was raped by the enemy. You see, this is just a game and it’s
going to go on and on in circles.’

Brazen attacks have taken place in schools. I was told that gang members
will wear a neat school uniform, pretending they belong to that school. They
then enter the school, find the enemy and stab him in front of his peers and
teachers. In a documented incident, a group attacked a learner while he was
standing in a line waiting to go to class. He spent a month in hospital recovering
from a knife wound near his heart.

A police member from Harare police station admitted to me that he lives in
fear of gangsters. “We are also human, as much as we are trained to be in
control and in charge of certain events, but it’s difficult and scary when you
have to arrest a gang member because the chances are the gang will target you
afterwards.’

To younger children, the gangsters have become heroes. A five-year-old
boy, accompanied by his friends from Town 2, explained to me how he had
seen a gang member he knew being beaten by his enemies. He described how
people had watched as the still-living gang member’s genitals were cut off. I

asked him what he thought of the gangs in his area. He replied,

Using pangas, sticks and knives is considered more manly than using guns.

AKHONA, a 14-year-old girl in grade nine in
Khayelitsha, is a Vura Babe. She and other
girls in Harare date Vura members ‘Our role
is to support the boys in whatever they're
doing,’ she says. ‘We keep weapons for them,
spy for them and fight with Vato Babes.” She
says girls don't stab each other, choosing to
fight with their hands.

‘At school, we know who the Vato and Vura
babes are. We have a certain way of talking, a
dress code and also we behave differently. A
friend of mine got gang-raped by four of the
Vatos because her boyfriend stabbed a
member of their gang. My friend didn’t report
it because, if she did, she might get killed. So
her boyfriend told her not to.’

Akhona says that at home she's a ‘good girl’.
She does chores and goes to church. She
doesn't smoke or drink. But life changes at
school and on the street. ‘I love to be a Vura
Babe because nobody can touch me or make
Jun of me,” she said. ‘Other girls respect me
and they want to be like me. When the gangs
fight it’s cool and makes me feel protected. No
one beats me or says anything stupid to me
because they know I’ll call my boys on them.
Even my uncles know that. But at times I'm
scared, like when I go to the shop and can
easily be attacked.’
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‘Ndiyabathanda mna, xabesilwa ndiyababukela, futhi andiboyiki. Nathi xa
sidlala nechomi zam silwa ngelahlobo kodwa sisebenzise amakhuni.” [1 like
them, when they fight I watch and I am not scared. Sometimes when my friends
and I play, we would fight like that, but using sticks instead] Many young boys
I have met feel the same. They regard the violence they’re exposed to as quite
normal. For them, a gang is an obvious place to end up.

There is no respite from gang activities, even in death. A recent funeral of a
gang member was attended mostly by youths, some in school uniform. There
were few adults in attendance. Instead of hymns, the mourners sang their battle
songs, which hearken back to anti-apartheid struggle songs. Shots were fired.
Some youths were smoking weed and tik, others were drinking. A number of
adults left because they felt the dead person was not being respected. A gang
member told them that the family should step aside — it was the funeral of the
youths’ friend.

A journalist taking pictures from the roof of a nearby shack was injured and
his camera stolen by gang members. Weapons and a bottle of whisky were
thrown into the grave. The funeral was followed by a party, after which the
gang launched a hunt for the killer of the just-buried youth.

I asked some gang members how they became involved in gang life. Some
said it was peer pressure when they were young. ‘If you hang around a certain
crew, you're bound to copy their habits,” one gang member said. ‘I was never
forced to be in a gang. I saw my friends do it and I wanted to be cool just like
them.’

Another gang member said: ‘In primary school we had dreams and got
excited by the idea of high school. But now it’s not only about school but
whether you survive the pressure of being seen as cool. Being in a gang in
school is a way of gaining respect. Teachers can’t just talk to you as they
please. Yes, we are there for books, for a better future. But what future do you
have if you get killed? If you can’t beat them, join them.’

Some gang members have joined to seek revenge or because of the influence
of family members. ‘I’'m part of the gang because, two years ago, my brother
was robbed and killed in Makhaza area,” one gang member told me. ‘I know
who killed him and I want to make sure I kill those guys. Once you’ve started
with a gang, it’s hard to go back to a normal life. The guy who stabbed my
brother is in the wheelchair now.’

Not all the gangsters drink alcohol but most of them smoke tik. The drug
wields huge influence in their lives. They claim it gives them the edge they
need to do anything while maintaining a sense of calm. Much of the crime they
commit is to sustain their tik habit. A gang member told me that not being high
gave him a headache because he ‘thought too much’ about things he was ‘not
supposed to think about’, such as people he’d wronged or wounded. These
thoughts, he said, were not good because they made him ‘go crazy’. To avoid
them, he stays high. ‘Tik takes away problems and makes you forget about

things,” he claimed.

AYABULELA is 16 and in grade 10. He lives
with both parents and three siblings in a brick
house in Makhaya. Both his parents work, his
mother in a retail shop in the city and his
father as a bus driver. ‘I never lacked
anything at home,’ he said ‘I was given what I
wanted and did not regard myself as poor.’

At junior school, Aya played soccer for a local
team and did well academically. He said that,
both in his neighborhood and at school, his
peers called him a ‘cheese boy’ (a name given
to boys who think they’re better than others
because they have good clothes and access to
‘stuff’). His life changed when he went to high
school and made new friends. ‘If you’re a guy
in that school, you either smoke drugs, rob
people or be part of a gang. If you're a nerdy
boy or you don't do what the other guys do,
they regard you as gay and you are bullied. So
I joined the Vato gang. My motto is to live or
die. At first I didn't understand how gangsters
live, but now I do and I like the thrill. It keeps
me on my toes.’

When Aya was 13, a friend offered him a
cigarette and he liked it. Later, he met another
friend who introduced him to tik. He has
stolen things from his family to support his
habit. ‘I got kicked out of my first high school
in grade eight because I stole a teacher’s
phone and sold it for R50 to buy tik. I didn't
regret it because 1 changed schools. I have
found new friends and I am part of a group
and we share common goals. I put my friends
first before my family and siblings.

‘We went to a sangoma in Makhaza to get
medicine to make us stronger so our enemies
couldn’t touch us and people would be scared
of us. The sangoma also inserted us with
amakhubalo [said to make a person go wild
and give them increased power to wound
people]. When I had that spirit in me, a friend
and I beat a person we were robbing nearly to
death with our fists because he refused to give
us what we wanted.’

Aya says his Vato group has more than 30
members and three leaders from different
sections in Makhaya. Their enemies are Vuras
Jrom Makhaza. ‘Most teenagers in Makhaya
are part of the gang fights,” he said. ‘We're not
going to stop these fights until all the Vuras
don’t exist. I'm not sure how the fights started.
All I know is that we want respect and those
Vuras from Makhaza should stop thinking they
rule the area and should leave our girls
alone.’

Aya claimed he hadn’t killed anyone but that
his group had killed a few of their enemies
with pangas. He has run away from home
because, he says, he is ‘wanted’. He only
returns home when he decides to go to school
and wants a clean uniform. ‘I hate school,” he
said. ‘I only go there to disrupt it and to bully
learners.’
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Of course, there are deeper, less obvious reasons for joining gangs.

These include:

e Not enough family support so children seek it elsewhere;

e  Gang members often come from poor families where food
is scarce and the living conditions unbearable. In a gang,
they feel they have more control over their lives;

o Young people join a gang to escape physical and emotional
abuse at home;

e Children are neglected by care-givers who are substance-
abusers. In such cases, it can feel safer for the child to be

out on the street than in the home.

CONCLUSION

It is extremely disturbing that parents, teachers, police and the entire
community live in fear of teenagers who do what they please and kill with
terrifying regularity. The search for solutions should deal not merely with
prevention of gang violence but also its causes. Gang members are the children
of recent migrants to the city who came in hope of a better life. What the city
has given these youths is hopelessness, desperation and the knowledge that
they will never enter mainstream society.

The general causes are poverty, a crumbling education system and social
controls that lie in tatters. But we also need to ask questions about parenting,
the presence (or absence) of fathers as role models and the prevalence of drugs.
Perhaps the most important question for the young people who prowl the
streets of Khayelitsha with knives and pangas is this: how does a boy become
aman? If the only way offered is through violence, he will take that route. We
urgently need to find other ways for teenagers to gain peer and social respect.
When a five-year-old told me how much he enjoyed watching gang members
beating people, I decided a start would be to document the problem as best I
could. One person cannot fix the situation on her own, but this study is

hopefully a step further along that path.

In gang fights, panga wounds are common

USING MAGIC TO KILL

Khayelitsha gangsters believe they can get the
superpowers they need to become killers
through visiting sangomas. Not all sangomas
are prepared to work with them.

‘I had to go to a sangoma on my own,” a gang
member told me. ‘I had to bring a bottle of
vodka, money, a small amount of a fresh human
blood in a bottle and a small belt that would fit
round my arm. Some people bring beads, others
small bottles, it all depends on a person and the
sangoma.

‘Then a mixture was done for me and was
smeared all over the belt, which we call
umkhemi. Now, when I fight, no one can touch
me because power from nowhere overwhelms
me. I become invisible and can dodge any
weapons that come my way. But when I touch
you, I can kill you.’

Most of the gang members I asked confirmed

doing this. People fear them if they know

they’ve been through the sangoma ‘journey’. A
sangoma known to assist gang members refused
to comment when asked why she helped them or
what really happened when they consulted her.
She said that the gangs came to her at their own
risk and she provided the medicine they needed.
‘You do not question the work we do,’ she said.
‘If you want wmuthi [medicine ] I will provide it,
whether it’s for good or evil. I render a service.
So, if these young people want powers, I will
give those powers. How they use it, I do not
care. They come to me and I don’t go to them.’

One gang leader sacrificed half a toe in the
quest for more power. Now his peers are scared
of him. He would not say what had been done

with the severed toe.
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PHARIE SEFALI

Pharie Sefali is a journalist and an activist. She is studying social work at the
University of the Western Cape, was a volunteer at Equal Education Organisation
for five years and is a journalist for GroundUp news.

Born in Nyanga, she lived in Khayelitsha for many years. She has been mugged
many times, threatened at gunpoint and was once beaten on the street. She has
befriended gang members in an effort to help them change their lives. This research
paper is a result of interviews with gang members and learners in Khayelitsha.

This research paper emerged out of a request from the Comission of Inquiry into
allegations of police inefficiency in Khayelitsha and a breakdown in relations

between the community and the police in Khayelitsha. A longer version of this

essay was submitted as evidence to the Commission of Inquiry. 7 .
Terrors of the street, yet still in their early teens.
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