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HISTORY AND FUTURE 

Cape Town stevedores have a long history of 

struggle. Sometimes they won victories and 

sometimes they were defeated. We can learn by 

reading their story and asking why sometimes 

they were strong and why at other times they 

were weak. 

We can see from readirg the history of the 

stevedores, the dangers of too many meetings and 

too much bureaucracy. When union officials 

prefer to drink . tea with the bosses, the 

membership is left unorganised. The bosses no 

longer respect the union. A union is only 

strong if its members are well organised. 

Organising the workers is the first duty of 

the officials. 

We can see that government laws which separated 

coloured and African workers weakened 

organisation in the 195Os. All workers must 

unite together if workers are to be united and 

strong. There is no room for racialism in the 

unions. 

49 

We can see the import a nce of na tion a l 

organisation. If one port strik e s, work e rs at 

the other ports must support them. Otherwise 

the bosses will send the ships to the ports 

which are still working. Only wh e n workers in 

the differeni ports are united, are they able tc 

confront the bosses. 

These are some of the lesson learnt by the 

dockworkers and by their unions. Dockworkers 

have a history which they can be proud of. If 

they l e arn the lessons of their own history, 

they will be e ve n more proud of their futur~. 



TWO WORKERS' STORIES 

MR ABRAHAMS started work at the docks in 1934. 
He remembers some of the bosses when they were 
working as young boys on the boats. First, Mr 
Abrahams worked for the railways. After ten 
years he decided that the pay of 4/6 a week was 
too low. He then went to work for one of the 
stevedore companies for 8s a day. 

Mr Abrahams remembers times when there was so 
much work that you could work two whol e nights 
if you wanted to. He also remembers times after 
the war when work was more scarce. Then the 
workers sat outside the docks and played cards 
while they waited for ships to come in. They 
used to say "Watch the Hill" because when a ship 
was corning they put a sign on the mount ain . 

Mr Abrahams says that stevedoring work is easier 
now. But the old times were better because 
there was more work. Now containers are taking 
the work away. 

Mr Abrahams retired two years ago. He had 
worked for 47 years. Before he retired he saw 
many workers were retrenched because of 
containers. Mr Abrahams wanted to go on working 
until he had worked 50 years. But, two years 
ago he also was retrenched. 
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MR SIK0L0B0 was born in 1920 in the Ciskei. 
When he was 16 years old he went to work for one 
year in Johannesburg. In 1937 ~e st~rte~ wo:k 
at Cape Town docks. First he lived in ois~rict 
six. In 1955 he moved to Langa. Now he lives 
in Lingelihle, the stevedore hostel. 

Mr Sikolobo remembers that in the old days the 
work was very hard. The stevedores moved heavy 
copper and heavy dirty coal. But, there was 
work for lots of people. In those days each 
fruit gang had 33 workers. Now, because of 
co ntaine rs, there are only 13 workers in a gang. 

Mr Sikolobo was a member of the CTSDWU. He went 
to many meetings on the Parade. All the 
workers coloured and African, permanent and 
ca sual, 'w e re members of the union. Mr Sikolobo 
was happy that they had a union in the old days. 
But he says that the old union did not discuss 
everything like the GWU does now. 

This year Mr Sikolobo goes on pension after 
working for 46 years at Cape Town docks. 
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