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,• , .vu,u,5 "uu,u :>Lup lilt: rt:a-not spewmg lava until the anger was vented. The chil­
dren of Soweto had planned a demonstration, not a street war, but the ill-considered 

response by the police was all that was needed to tum the protest into a powder keg.
Before 16 June, black parents were inclined to oppose any action that interfered 

with their children's schooling. After that date, although the pupils' militant reaction
filled them with apprehension, parents were united in their condemnation of police
brutality. In a single day, control had passed into the hands of the children, and 
parents found themselves powerless to stop the madness. The children called for 

boycotts against certain stores, and if adults were found with shopping bags from
those shops, the contents were confiscated and destroyed. The children called for
strike action, and the adults had to comply or face merciless reprisals. The parents
b >came the pawns with which the children challenged apartheid. If the adults did 

not go to work, or stopped buying from stores owned by whites, the economy
would suffer. It was a powerful weapon, and the children were wielding it.

Only a small section of Soweto had electricity, and at night the sprawling
township was usually plunged into darkness. But in the weeks following the riots,
the flames of youthful rage lit up the sky. Dozens of government buildings;
many of them schools, were burned to the ground. Shops, post offices, houses and 
hundreds of vehicles were set on fire. Beerhalls and bottle stores were razed to
punish those who lured fathers into squandering their wages on liquor and prevent 
the proceeds from financing the hated Bantu Administration Board. Shebeens,
too, were targeted, and rivers of alcohol flowed down Soweto's streets and alley­
ways. Winnie 's old friend, shebeen king Elija Msibi, found himself in an unusual 
situation. Thinking that a man of his wealth would automatically oppose the 
revolution, or at least the wanton destruction of property and livelihood, the ·
police asked him to become an informer. But Elija's sympathy lay with the youth,
and he consulted the ANC leadership on how he should proceed. They told him to 
play along, using his illiteracy and inability to speak English as excuses if the police
grew impatient with the quality of information he fed them. The ploy succeeded, 
and Elija was able to pick up a great deal of useful information, which he passeq.

bereaved parents, arranged more funerals than any individual should ever have 

to, and coordinated the help that poured in, including donations of coffins. Taxi

drivers ferried people to the burials free of charge. The violence had quickly

spread to other townships, and it seemed as though the killing would never end.

The police blamed Winnie and Dr Motlana for inciting the students, and claimed

they had been responsible for setting South Africa aflame. Winnie reacted by stating

she could only wish she had so much influence, and Motlana lashed out at the
Minister of Justice, Jimmy Kruger, describing him as a 'particularly stupid' man

whose actions had aggravated the situation. A more perceptive politician, said 

". Motlana, would have demanded that the police show more restraint. Winnie and

other black leaders knew only too well that the uprising was a manifestation of
deep-seated anger, fuelled by youthful indignation and reckless disregard for the

traditional structure of a society that had short-changed its young.
The government put the number of dead in Soweto at 600, but Winnie esti­

mated the fatalities at more than 1 000, mostly children, some younger than twelve.

' More than 4 000 people were injured, and thousands of youngsters fled into exile 

in neighbouring states. An untold number vanished into detention, and hundreds
·· of parents never found out what had happened to their sons and daughters.

South Africa was at war with itself. Smoke from the fire started in Soweto drifted 

across the entire country  and formed a large black cloud over the future of white

South Africa. As Winnie and others had predicted, the anger was contagious,
and by the end of 1976, few black townships had not been touched by violence,
school and consumer boycotts, and the death of youthful militants. Winnie urged 

, the Soweto Parents' Association to join forces with other organisations to form a

: ."_ national Black Parents' Association that could liaise with the children. She insisted 

· · that the onus was on the older generation to fight for their rights rather than leave 

.· , it to the youth, and she remained steadfast in her opposition to the system that
· "'' had bred the state of anarchy, declaring publicly: 'We shall fight to the bitter end 

·} for justice.'
on to Winnie, not the police. Thanks to him, many of the young militants escaped 
arrest, and sometimes he hid them in his own house until the danger passed. The 
entire body of student leaders was on the run, and so were thousands of school­
children. Tsietsi Mashinini, the president of the SSRC, was among those who fled · · ,
the country. He had become known as 'the little Mandela', and one newspaper ··;{
even published a report suggesting that he bore such a close physical resemblanc(;
to Mandela that he might well be his illegitimate son.

During the weeks that Soweto was a war zone, Winnie and other prominent
residents had their hands full. She went from one police station to another
demanding the bodies of children who had been killed, spent hours comforting
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