HISTORICAL TAVERNS

By Annetjie van Wynegaard

Taverns were always associated with  relaxation and recreation, a social space where people meet to dance, drink, to meet new people and to talk about issues of the day. During apartheid non-whites were banned from public places, so they came together in jazz clubs and dance halls as a form of protest against the restraints on their lives.                                                                    
  In these clubs, like the famous Back O’ the Moon, legends like Kortboy and Dolly Rathebe were born.  The name Dolly means “everything is okay”, and she soon became a symbol of hope amongst the strife and injustice they all faced at the time. Dolly Rathebe fell victim to the harsh justice system when she and her white photographer, Jürgen Schadeberg, were arrested for breaking the immorality act that forbade interracial relationships.                                                                            
   Taverns were also places where political leaders such as Steve Biko and writers such as Can Themba came together to discuss pertinent issues.  Taverns were spaces where marginalized communities could get together to create hope for their futures.

Hardships have driven people together in countries all over the world. 

During the Depression of the 1920s, the Prohibition act was defied by illegal taverns which gave people a space to go to forget their problems.  Taverns were called ‘Speakeasies’, as people free from the restraints of society and could speak without reserve about their thoughts and problems.  

Here in iRini, in the areas of Zolani, Xolani, Hlalani and Tantyi taverns are contested spaces, due to the amount of crime that takes place around the them.  Taverns in this post-apartheid state recognized as places of fear and angst,and not the places of the past where struggling communities could come togather to find solutions or at least find hope in each other, for a brighter tomorrow.

Mrs. Phumla Fuleni is the owner of Push’s Tavern in the neighbourhood of Tantyi.  According to Ma Phumla many different people, old and young (but not underage, she assured us) come to her tavern to drink beer and dance to the jukebox.  

She said she has never had a single day of crime in her tavern.  Push’s Tavern is a small building, with a bar, a few seats, a jukebox against the far left wall and a pool table in the centre of the room. As a small family business when her customers get too drunk, Phumla or her husband will take them home. There are also often taxis outside her gate that will take people home.

“We care about our customers.  I feel sorry when I see you are drunk.  I can’t leave you drunk in the street.  They’re coming here mos né, so when they’re drunk I take care”, said Ma Phumla.  

Two of her youthful customers, Lunga Mdyogolo and Pumzile Mpande, do not    support Ma Phumla’s assertion that her      tavern is safe.  

“It is not that safe, because you can get stabbed on your way home, they can take your phone”, said Lunga.  

“We care about our customers.  I feel sorry when I see you are drunk.  I can’t leave you drunk in the street.  They’re coming here mos né, so when they’re drunk I take care”

Lunga and Pumzile prefer taverns bigger than Push’s Tavern, like the more popular tavern in L Street.  When they go out they talk about sport or they try to meet girls.  None of the political fervour that once flamed bright in the struggling youth of South Africa.   

Phumla said she often uses her right of admission when youths from Zolani come to her tavern, because they are known to be troublemakers. 

 “They like to fight there in Zolani. I don’t need fights here.”  This way she protects the people from her neighbourhood, but the sad reality is that the fear of crime forces her to exclude people from this vital place of community.  A sign that not all is well in these communities, not by a long shot.        

