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A Tribute to a Robben Islander 1, c. 2000. Mixed media on board, 162 x 81 cm
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Telling my story: 
memories of District Six 
and Robben Island1

I have been telling my story since 1997 when I started working for the Robben 
Island Museum… I have spoken to many thousands of people, young and old, 
mainly in South Africa but also in Canada, America and Norway… Over time, I 
have honed my ability to tell a story, and this is how it goes:

(i)

Good morning (afternoon, evening), my name is Lionel Davis. I am a former 
Robben Island political prisoner, born in District Six. Has anyone here been to the 
District Six Museum? It is a museum dedicated to the telling of how all black 
people were forcefully removed from the urban centres of South Africa and 
dumped miles away from the outskirts of society. The areas from which people 
were removed were declared “white”, and so was District Six in 1966.

District Six, resting at the foot of Table Mountain and close to the Atlantic 
seaboard became home to people from all over the world from its beginning 
in the late 1700s right up to the early 1900s. We know that millions of Jews left 
Eastern Europe fleeing from oppressive rule in the 1800s. Thousands came to 
South Africa and many settled in the Cape where they were welcomed by fellow 
countrymen who had fled from Tsarist Russia and other places. Freed slaves 
from all over Africa and Malaysia arrived in the 1800s, and former indentured 
labourers from India and China also settled in District Six.

By the time I was born in 1936, there was an already overcrowded population 
living in District Six. As the economic status of whites improved (with help 
from both colonial and later apartheid rule) they moved to grander areas like 
Gardens, Vredehoek, Tamboerskloof, Kloof Nek and other places. However, some 
held on to the properties and businesses they had established in District Six. 

When people lived in such close proximity to each other, romances across 
colour lines blossomed and people got married; children were born. Some 
were as dark as I am with fuzzy hair, others darker than I am with curly 
hair and still others blue-eyed and blond while there were also some with 
oriental features. Even though this happened, it did not mean that we lived in 
harmony. Even before the advent of apartheid rule in 1948, segregation and 
segregatory laws governed the lives of South Africans, starting in 1652, when 
the Dutch colonised the Cape.

The Dutch, under the leadership of Jan van Riebeeck, established a half-way 
refreshment station to and from the East Indies under the flag of the Dutch East 
India Company (V.O.C.) sourcing spices and precious stones for Holland. The 
Dutch came with slaves from the Malay Peninsula. Arriving at the Cape, they 
subdued the indigenous San and Khoi populations. Already then, the laws of 
segregation were established…

Through the years, because of its proximity to employment and cheap 
accommodation, District Six became more overcrowded. I was born into this 
jam-packed community. Most people lived in tenement buildings where often 
more than one family shared a room, accommodating up to ten people at a 
time. This single room became living room, bedroom, kitchen and bathroom. 
Privacy was a luxury which the poor didn’t know. Even in the many semi-
detached houses that lined every street in District Six, conditions were appalling. 

CHAPTER 1

Lionel Davis

1 This text comprises extracts from the 
unpublished memoirs of Lionel Davis.
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When I was four years old, my father died, and my mother, two older sisters and 
I were forced to vacate our home to move into a two-storied, semi-detached 
tenement building. Those were the days when people were constantly moving 
from one overcrowded place to another because they could not afford any 
better. It was a time when most people in District Six did not own a car and 
hiring a truck to move their worldly possessions was too expensive. So my 
mother hired a hawker’s barrow to transport our meagre possessions to our new 
home at 101 Canterbury Street. 

Our new home, one of four semi-detached double-storied houses, was shared 
with three other families. The family living downstairs owned a coal stove 
and had sole rights to use the kitchen. We were only allowed to get water 
from the kitchen tap. The other families cooked in their rooms. A door led from 
the kitchen to the yard. A high wall separated one semi-detached building 
from the next. In the yard, we had a cold shower bathroom and next to that 
a flush toilet. In summer, it was a joy to have a cold shower; come winter, the 
household refused to venture there. The yard was slippery and wet, and the 
shower was a freezing ice-box.

When it was time to have a bath, a paraffin tin was hauled out, scrubbed clean 
and filled with hot water boiled on a paraffin burner. I avoided having a bath in 
that uninviting shower room and preferred the comfort of our room or our make-
shift kitchen on the balcony. During the week, we all got by washing ourselves as 
best possible from a little basin. The advantage, however, when having a bath 
downstairs was that you could wash yourself like the Muslim community did. 
You soaped the body, then scooped up clean water from a container/paraffin 
tin, and poured it over your head and over the rest of the body. The water must 
run off the body onto the ground. Our knowledge of hygiene was non-existent. 
We shared washing rags, towels, and even toothbrushes. No wonder many of us 
ended up with sores and rashes on our bodies. 

Although the families occupying the municipal blocks of flats were more 
fortunate in that each flat had a kitchen, toilet-cum-bathroom, conditions could 
still be trying. In one of the homes in the Bloemhof Flats where I frequently 
visited, ten people would be queueing up to go to the toilet in the mornings or to 
have a bath, making conditions as agonising as we experienced in our home.

As a teenager I used to hang out with peers who introduced me to the municipal 
public baths and showers in District Six. What a treat that was. There was a 
section for men and one for women. Each section was lined with benches where 
you sat after you paid for the privilege of having a decent wash. During the 
week, it was mainly used by those going to mosque and by sportsmen after 
practice. Saturday was the day when everybody wanted to be shining for the 
weekend. From early on Saturday mornings, the crowd was already queueing 
outside to get in. Every space on the rows of benches was occupied as you 
waited your turn to have your shower. The joy of hot water running down the 
body must have been a great incentive for a person to want to sing. Some 
melodious voices filled the air and encouraged the waiting queue to want to 
join in harmony. Not every song was music to the ear. We were quite tolerant, 
however. Some of the crooners got so carried away that they forgot to stop 
showering, and the overseers had to bang on the doors, “Klaar maak, klaar 
maak, die ander mense wil ook was! (Hurry up! Hurry up! Others also want to 
wash!). This is not your mother’s home.” 

The overseers manning the baths seemed not to mind the guys smoking ganja 
when showering. This was in the heart of gangland and maybe this made them 
reluctant to throw their weight around for fear of later reprisals. The practical 
problem of smoking a joint while having a shower would be solved by two 
people sharing a shower. So while the one was rolling the joint, the other one 
was showering. On such a high note, who could resist singing? 
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Memories of District Six, 1994. Linocut on paper, 29 x 40 cm

LIONEL DAVIS    TELLING MY STORY
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The one big disadvantage of smoking your joint in the shower cubicle was 
that you had nowhere to hide when the cops came raiding. There was one 
exceedingly petty, vicious policeman who would silently climb onto the outer 
walls of the two rows of cubicles and catch you in the act of smoking and haul 
you off to the nearest police station. This thug of a policeman was a loner and 
walked the length and breadth of District Six, harassing youths. He seemed to 
derive great satisfaction from bullying the weak and vulnerable. His demonic 
face lit up when he made an arrest, knowing that he had the law on his side.

Regardless of this unwelcome intrusion, the municipal baths were central to the 
life in District Six until the late 1960s and into the 1970s when District Six was 
declared a white area. All people of colour were forcibly removed and all houses 
bulldozed. The inhabitants were scattered on the barren soil of the Cape Flats. 

Today, some former residents have claimed the right to go back to District Six. 
Some new houses have now been built and about 100 families now live there, 
but the quality of the communal life of yesterday can never be resurrected. So I 
keep visiting my books on the history of District Six and my personal photos and 
memorabilia if I want to catch a glimpse of what used to be.

(ii)

In 1997, I was one of the first former political prisoners to start working as a tour 
guide for the Robben Island Museum (RIM). I knew nothing about tour guiding 
and initially got my information about the history and heritage of Robben 
Island from former Correctional Service personnel also working as guides. 
Unfortunately, much of the information gathered from them did not concur with 
the recorded history of Robben Island. 

There was an urgent rush to usher in tourists from all over the world and little 
time was given to fact finding. We were a motley bunch of recruits: former 
political prisoners, former white prison guards, the politically aware, those with 
little knowledge of what had gone before, and young people just out of school. 
We had to learn through trial and error but persevered.

That first day at work was chaotic. Tourist companies chartered boats and tried 
to land on the island, claiming that the new democratic dispensation gave them 
every right to also dock on the island with their clientele. The RIM administration 
had to physically restrain them from venturing further after landing. The press 
and other media, of course, had a field day capturing all the drama.

There I stood, completely shocked at the confrontations: tour operators and 
chartered boat personnel were all running to the main entrance of the island above 
which, ironically, was painted in large letters “WELCOME TO ROBBEN ISLAND”! …

At the time of the opening of the RIM in 1997, there was still much tension 
between the former Correctional Services personnel (the Old Guard) and the 
rest of the museum staff. The harbour master, all the boat skippers and the 
resident motor mechanic were all part of the Old Guard; the security chief was 
a former senior prison guard, the finance officer had been taken over from 
the apartheid prison days, and a number of the administration staff had been 
working there for many years.

These people were now assuming responsibility for running RIM affairs. They 
controlled the vehicles and conducted themselves as if they had been appointed 
seniors to everyone else. Although all of the above people were working for the 
Mandela government in the new South Africa, some of them looked down upon 
the black staff. This created lots of animosity and confrontations. A number of 
the former Correctional Services personnel lived on the island with their families, 
but some of them remained aloof from the ‘invaders’.
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A view of D6, 1984. Pencil on paper, 37.4 x 58 cm
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As a matter of courtesy and a mind-set that said we must live together, I would 
go out of my way to befriend the island staff but quite often I was given the 
cold shoulder by both black and, more pointedly, white staff. However, politely 
greeting the white staff with a “Goeie more! Hoe gaan dit?” (“Good morning! 
How are you?”) would most of the time be answered with a hearty reply. Not 
every former prison guard had a chip on his shoulder.

I remember one occasion where a family resident on the island and who 
definitely knew me stomped past me, ignoring my greeting, when we 
bumped into each other on the mainland. I then made up my mind that I 
would continue to greet them regardless of the rebuffs until I had broken 
down their hostile attitude. It worked. Very soon, they greeted me, chatted 
and even laughed; in other words, they felt relaxed in my company. I applied 
this strategy wherever I met anyone on the island. In no time at all, I was the 
chap who everyone knew: Uncle Lionel with the big laugh and the ability 
to get people to relax with each other. In this way, I contributed to a much 
healthier relationships between RIM staff…

As a RIM employee, I was allowed to live on the island with my family. During 
my first year working for the museum, I was still mostly commuting between 
Robben Island and Kalk Bay every day. In December 1997, my wife Barbara and 
my son Leon joined me to live on the island in what was going to be a nearly 
ten-year stint…

Mandela’s call on all South Africans to reconcile our differences, to rid ourselves 
of colour prejudice and break down the barriers that had kept us apart for 
so many decades has always resonated with me. We cannot build a new 
South Africa with bitterness and hatred. Yet for some of us amongst the newly 
established population on Robben Island this was often a daily challenge—and 
seldom achievable. The demons of the past, namely race prejudice and distrust 
were still haunting us. As a result, tensions rose between the Old Guard made up 
of white Afrikaner ex-prison personnel and the young black workers who now 
felt entitled to tell them ‘to piss off’.

…

In between the groups of blacks and whites were those classified as coloureds. 
Each group carried its own particular kind of baggage from the past. One 
could see that life on Robben Island was just a microcosm of life in the broader 
South Africa.

The tensions were palpable, and I was keen to find ways to bring people 
together, not only as workers, but as residents. I remember experiencing similar 
tensions as a political prisoner in the 1960s. I also remember how we had made 
Robben Island a less dehumanising place for political prisoners. We were all 
victims of both colonial rule and apartheid, but we had been thrown together 
coming from different cultures, speaking different languages and having 
diverse personalities. Politically, we were frequently at each other’s throats. In 
civil society we had experienced disunity and arrogance coming from all. Most 
of us had lived in separate tribal and colour boxes created by the apartheid 
government. We clung to these boxes fervently, eventually believing that we 
were either superior or inferior to other South Africans.

The political prisoners thrown together on Robben Island from the 1960s 
onwards manifested this mix of different backgrounds, ideologies and 
enforced classifications. By law, ‘coloureds’ and ‘Indians’ got better food and 
clothing (in all South African jails) and whites got the best (predictably), but 
they did not serve time on Robben Island. Although food and clothing were 
based on race, the prevailing harsh conditions then were the same for all 
prisoners on Robben Island. We realised that the prison authorities were 
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Tribute to Khoi San 2, 1993. Acrylic paint and hessian on board, 182 x 55 cm
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using the differences between us and their discriminatory practices to drive 
us apart so that they could better control us.

To overcome the hardships, we had to learn to live together in spite of our 
differences. We also had to learn to agree to disagree politically—we simply 
could not afford to be enemies. We thus learnt to share our food equally; we 
helped each other with our education; we learned to play sport together and 
we stood as one when fighting for our rights and dignity in jail. With the help 
from the United Nations, Amnesty International and the International Red Cross, 
amongst many others, we overcame and transformed Robben Island. Many of 
us became better South Africans; some, like Nelson Mandela, became better 
human beings.

…

According to a United Nations Charter on the treatment of prisoners in jail, to 
which South Africa was a signatory, all prisoners should be treated humanely 
as part of the rehabilitation of offenders. The South African Government 
unfortunately did not abide by this policy. This policy did not make provision 
for people of colour to be separated from the whites. The South African jails, 
contrary to this charter, strictly separated black from white. Some white political 
prisoners were held at Pretoria Central where they used to hang people. 
Prisoners who according to government legislation were classified as Bantu, 
Asian and Coloured were held together, men separated from women.

Consistent with government policy which discriminated on the basis of 
colour, a prisoner classified as Coloured or Asiatic was given a black hat, 
shoes, socks and thick long pants. Those classified Bantu were forced to wear 
sandals, no socks, short pants and a fez-like cap. Even this code was not 
strictly adhered to. Many prisoners had to go bare feet because the sandals 
were ill fitting or the wrong size.

Similarly, food was provided on a discriminatory basis. The poor quality and 
quantity of our food was a never-ending complaint. The general treatment 
and arbitrary punishment for menial offences and trumped up charges meant 
we had reason to be disgruntled. The warders themselves were frustrated and 
dissatisfied with their working conditions. They would have been highly satisfied 
if we had groveled but we did not and this made them even more furious.

The day after our arrival on the island we were issued with an identity 
document which had to be with you wherever you went. The next day we 
were forced to work in the stone quarry with hundreds of other prisoners, 
criminals and members of political organisations. The bulk of the span 
came from the newly built jail, known as ‘die nuwe tronk’. We had to fall 
in line with them when they reached the old jail. Silently we had to march 
five or six abreast, north to the quarry which is next to the sea. On reaching 
the quarry we (the National Liberation Front group) were told by Jordan, a 
drunken brute, to wait while the rest of the span collected the best shovels, 
picks and wheelbarrows. Whatever was left we could choose from. What 
remained were shovels with broken handles, blunt picks, and wheelbarrows 
with buckled iron wheels. This is how they welcomed new political arrivals. 
They also made certain that doctors and lawyers worked without shoes for 
the first few days. This was grand entertainment for the warders. I had never 
pushed a wheelbarrow nor used a pick and shovel. My first attempt to push 
a wheelbarrow brought guffaws of laughter from fellow prisoners. They had 
to show me how. Working with a shovel and pick was equally disastrous. In 
the stone quarry we were driven relentlessly, “Stoot daai kruiwa! Stap uit! Wat 
staan jy! Jy gaan huil vir jou ma! Kyk voor jou, agter jou is donker! Sak bandiet 
sak!” (Push that wheelbarrow! Move! What are you standing for? You will cry 
for your mother! Look in front of you! Work prisoner, work!)
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Sout Span, 2010. Salt and found objects
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…

There were different prison work teams operating. There was the building span 
(those helping to build the prison starting in 1963), the road span, the bamboo 
span, the landbou (agricultural) span, etc. Each span had a senior warder in 
charge. In my short time in the stone quarry, head-warder Delport was in charge. 
The three warders known as Kleinhans brothers were then as vicious as ever. 
Any form of back chat or resistance meant that these brutes would gang up 
on you and beat you up. For the smallest little offence you were punished. The 
practice was to take away all your food the next day. This practice of depriving 
you of your rightful rations was a deliberate ploy on your meat eating days. 

…

I can’t remember being called a Boesman or Kaffir but we all were referred to as 
“Pokos” (Poqo). The word Poqo means pure and referred to the armed wing of 
the Pan African Congress (PAC). They were some of the very first prisoners that 
arrived on Robben Island in 1962. The names of the liberation movements such as 
PAC and ANC were never heard from warders.
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A Tribute to a Robben Islander 2 or A Time to Reflect, c. 2000. Mixed media on board, 162 x 81 cm
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