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Just a stone`s throw, more or less, from the seat of government, a tethered goat raises 

questions about political power, and the traditional world of the spirits. How did it get 
to the Union Buildings? What was it doing there? While it waited in the shade for                                                                                                                  

what might come next, not far away the future of South Africa`s goat industry was 

being discussed at a Round Table meeting set up by the National Marketing Council. 

 

Mdukatshani Rural Development 

Trust No. IT757/2010/PMB 

Public Benefit Organisation (PBO 

number 930001183) 

Website: www.mdukatshani.com  

E mail: khonya@yebo.co.za 

Phone Cell: 0828569861 

Phone Landline: 0333431905 

 

Postal address: 

Mdukatshani Rural 

Development Trust  

P.O. Box 795  

Hilton  

3245 

 

Physical address: 

Mdukatshani  

Lorraine Farm  

Weenen  

3325 

 

 

Staff: 

Rauri Alcock, Gugu Mbatha, Sindi Ngubane, Thokozane Xulu, Zamani Madonsela, Zanyiwe Ziqubu, Busisiwe 

Mtungwa, Senzegile Mntungwa, Thobsile Ndlela 

 

Contact us 

Trustees: 

Deborah Ewing, GG Alcock, Trevor Dugmore, Kusakusa Mbokazi, Mkhosi Mchunu 

 

http://www.mdukatshani.com/
mailto:khonya@yebo.co.za


Ο 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ШШШШШШШШШШШ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Goat Agribusiness Project (GAP) 
 
When Mdukatshani started working with goats 45 years ago there was little to guide the project.  A few far-sighted scientists in the Eastern Cape were 

looking at the benefits of goats in mixed farming systems in bushveld, but goats were not on anyone`s agenda. Only at Msinga were goats hard to 

ignore. More than 70% of households owned goats, which were fluid capital, and a lifeline for local families. Despite a growing international interest 
in goats, there had been little change on the ground when the Goat Agribusiness Project (GAP) came into being in 2016. A collaborative effort 

between Mdukatshani, Heifer Project South Africa (HPSA), the National Department of Rural Development and Land Reform (DLARD) and the 

KwaZulu Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD), GAP aims to improve food security and rural livelihoods through the 

commercialization of indigenous goat herds. Initially launched as a five-year programme between the four partners, GAP targeted 9000 farmers in five 

district municipalities in KZN, creating a pilot which has put indigenous goats and small-scale livestock farmers on the national stage. With GAP`s 

experience and ideas now embedded in state thinking, a Goat Master Plan has been included in the National Agricultural and Agri Processing Master 

Plan, which sets livestock policy for the next ten years.  

Mdukatshaniôs Vision 

To find and promote options for farmers in Msinga, KwaZulu-Natal, that improve their lives, their livelihoods, and their 

productivity, while using locally available resources wisely for long-term sustainability. 

 

Mdukatshaniôs Projects 

Increasing women and youth involvement in livestock and value-adding activities through prioritizing women-owned 

livestock and income-generating activities to create wealth for the poorest. Improving livestock productivity of farmers 

in Msinga by intervening in livestock health systems supporting local youth in enhancing value chains leading to 

commercialisation of local herds. Promoting animal health and knowledge transfer between parents and school children 

through school clubs. Using beads, metal wire and grass to create jewellery and art for the local and international 

market. 

 
 

Mdukatshani gardeners at a meeting with Councillor Phepheni Dladla. 

 

An Innovation Platform on the Live Fowl trade at Colenso. 

 
A meeting to relaunch goat groups in the Phuphuma area. 

 

An Innovation Platform on livestock feed blocks at Pomeroy. 
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And not far away, while they deliberate 
a lone goat browses near the official 

          seat of government. 

 

The inaugural meeting of the Livestock Value Chain Round Table took place in Pretoria in July. 

 And no, the table is not exactly round, but this is the group now responsible for implementing                                                                                        
the recommendations of the Section 7 Committee report on South Africa`s goat industry. 

 

ñI built my houses by selling goats, and I buy groceries with my      
money for beads.ò Nyelisile Sithole was already ill when members                                                                                                                                                    

of NAMC visited her home in February, and she died six weeks 

later. 

 

A delegation of the National Agricultural Marketing Council learnt 
a lot about the informal goat market when they met up with farmers 

at Ncunjane, in the Nkosi Langalibalele Municipal area in February. 

. 

 

Not just another report. A NAMC Section 7 Report may sound                                                                                                                                                            

dull, but the findings inform policy and have to be implemented                                                                                                              

                                  by the Minister.            

 

MIRED IN POLITICAL DECISIONS 

 

Mdukatshani knew little about the labyrinths of government when 

we started talking about a national programme for goats in 2006. 

In the 18 years since we have made slow progress. After setting up 

GAP, the Goat Agribusiness Project, with our partner HPSA, we 

began working with departments, committees and councils, while                                                                                                             

producing endless reports. One of our big achievements was                                                                                                                                              

getting NAMC, the National Agricultural Marketing Council, to                                                                                                                                           

set up a Section 7 Committee to investigate the goat value chain                                                                                                                                                               

in South Africa. A  Section 7 Committee is a mechanism to get                                                                                                                                

things moving, and when the report was completed in March this                                                                                                                                                  

year, it recommended  the establishment of a national goat                                                                                                                                                             

support and oversight organization to help solve the challenges                                                                                                                      

facing the industry - with GAP playing a leading role. But the                                                                                                                                   

report was presented to Minister Thoko Didiza just before she                                                                                                                                       

left to become Speaker of the House of Assembly in Parliament,                                                                                                              

and with a new Minister,  John Steenhuisen, in the job, the whole 

process must be started again. Meanwhile agricultural economists 

are asking when the new administration will roll out the much 

publicized Agricultural and Agri-Processing Master Plan, AMP, 

which like the goat report, is considered crucial for job creation, 

and the production of wealth from agriculture. 
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The Ncunjane woodland in flower ï before the hail. 

 

In January the Tugela River covered the Nomoya bridge. 

 

Stock losses with snow in Msinga in September. 

 
Burning firebreaks at Mdukatshani in July 

 

THE WEATHER DOMINATES 

 

The year started well. In January heavy rains brought the Tugela down in flood, the woodland into flower, and covered the hills with 

grass.  A heavy hailstorm in June, however, destroyed the gardens, as well as the woodland`s acacia pods, a high protein supplement 

which helps to get livestock through the winter. Then came snow in September ï a disaster that blocked the N3 freeway for days, with 

heavy falls in arid areas like Msinga, where hundreds of newborn kids died in the cold. In a sample survey of 30 farmers from 

20 areas we found adult goats had been resilient, with only 24 out of 1254 dying. However, there were heavy losses among kids, where 

197 out of a total of 426 had died. The snow melt provided a little moisture for spring, but the month ahead would be hot and dry. By 

December fields of mealies were scorched white, and Fridays were set aside as a day to pray for rain. A storm before New Year brought 

some relief, but the total rainfall for the year was well below average, as shown by the following figures for the past five years: 2020 ï 

712 mm, 2021 ï 616 mm, 2022 ï 848 mm, 2023 ï 683 mm, 2024 ï 533 mm.   
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Pre-pubescent girls (left) have no restrictions to working with livestock 
they are the eyes and ears Mdukatshani want to support in livestock health. 

The wet years have allowed for the milking of cattle (above) for excess 

milk, a practice that had stopped during the dry years. The milk is shared 
with family and sold to community members. 

 

Rural children grow up close to livestock, learning by                                                                                                     

observing, sharing in the tasks at home. They collect eggs, 

feed the chickens, fetch sick animals, look after newborn                                                                                                                                     

goat kids, milk cows, drive goats and cattle to the dip, and 

become experts at anatomy watching dead animals being 

skinned. They are curious about everything, eager to 

learn, and will always form a crowd at the edge of adult                                                                                                                                   

meetings, listening in.  Are they an overlooked resource? 

During a year when we reflected on the effectiveness of our                                                                                                                                               

interventions, and interviewed farmers on their views of the 

future, it became clear we had to do more to draw young 

people into project activities, and in February we started 

piloting holiday clubs for children in all our project areas. 

 

The Holiday Clubs were designed to provide informal 

training, out in the open, to support the activities of 

children who were members of the formal school Animal                                                                                                                                              

Health Promotion Clubs. ñBut it had to be different from                                                                                                                                                  

adult training,ò said Gugu Mbatha, our Project Manager.                                                                                                                                 

ñIt had to be entertaining. The children had to learn                                                                                                                                            

without feeling they were at school. It had to be exciting, so                                                                                                                          

everyone looked forward to it.ò There was no doubt about 

the excitement. The Clubs were not restricted to AHPC 

members, and we were soon overwhelmed by large crowds 

of children of mixed ages which were difficult to manage. 

It was going to take time and a little organisation before 

local groups began to take shape.   

 

A NEW LOOK AT CHILDREN 

 

Boys from the age of 5 work with the livestock and learn how to control the seemingly fierce animals 
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A holiday group at Ezisululwini 

 

Boys and girls help in the goat kraal, keeping watch for sick kids. 

 

First task of the day, fetching water for the home at Mathintha. 

 

Three members of staff are involved with developing the 

Holiday Clubs: Gugu, Senzekile Mntungwa, our 

Information Specialist, and Sindi Ngubane, our Area                                                                                                                                                                       

Leader. They have years of experience working with 

children in the formal school clubs, and combine warmth 

and empathy with a sense of play, which is an essential 

part of informal training. 

 

Initial sessions were designed to find out what the children 

already know. Because many act as messengers collecting 

the family`s monthly doses of chicken vaccine, this has                                                                                                                                         

been a starting point for the training. Everyone has chickens 

at home. What is Newcastle disease? How does the vaccine                                                                                                                              

work? What precautions are necessary when handling 

vaccines? How should the dosage bottle be carried? The                                                                                                                                      

children are taught about chicken nutrition, and the problem                                                                                                                              

of predators. Snakes and hawks. Gugu laughs. ñOf course                                                                                                                                 

they are predators too. Kids are always stealing eggs. Their                                                                                                                             

mothers want to get chicks from the eggs. The kids steal to                                                                                                                                    

eat.ò 

 

Although we are looking at the possibility creating training 

material specifically for the holiday groups, at present we 

are using our Grade 5 and 6 school club manuals, with stories 

which are read aloud, a few lines at a time, by children who 

volunteer. There are frequent stops for role playing, or                                                                                                                                         

questions, and a good answer can earn a child an apple, orange                                                                                                                         

lollipop or piece of cheese. The childrenôs existing knowledge                                                                                                                              

often surprises our staff, and having their competence 

recognized gives them an incentive for learning more. The                                                                                                                                          

year ended with a critical assessment of the informal training                                                                                                                            

and staff are now busy with proposals for the year ahead. 

 

Eager children answer questions in a holiday group at Ncunjane. 

 

Children of nine to 15 are the ideal age for the Holiday Clubs. 

 
And what comes next? A chicken vaccination lesson at Macanco. 
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Braids? 

In school?  

Aaah but this was a special week. 

 

Sindi Ngubane at Sinqumeni Primary School. 

. 

 

Writing the assessment at Ntombiyodumo Primary School. 

 

and compete in providing the answers, and our Trustee, Umntwana Mkhosi Mchunu, was there to hand out certificates and 

prizes. The written assessment came first. When the children first joined the AHP Clubs they wrote an assessment, and their 

final assessment two years later would provide a comparison of what they had gained from the clubs. This was important 

information for our staff who were using a year when funds dried up to do a critical assessment of a project which was 

launched as a pilot in 2008. ñSo long ago,ò laughs Gugu Mbatha,ò that sometimes we are greeted by young married people who 

remind us they were once members of the clubs.ò The clubs were designed as an after-school activity for children in Grades 4 

to 6, the age group which spends most time with the livestock at home. Deborah Ewing, a child participation specialist, worked 

with our staff to develop illustrated handbooks which use stories to teach lessons on basic human and animal health, while 

practicals teach the children how to handle goats and identify diseases. There are guidebooks for teachers and staff, and an 

annual camp is the highlight of the year. 

 

                  THE SCHOOLS PROGRAMME 

 

Hair braids are banned in schools, but the last week of the                                                                                                                                           

school year is a special time for all Grade Seven primary 

school children. Next year they move to high school, and                                                                                                                                            

the farewell celebrations allow the girls to parade a                                                                                                                                          

wonderful variety of hairdos. They may be rural children, 

but they follow fashion closely, and their braids proclaim                                                                                                                         

they are almost grown up. 

 

The outward display of sophistication caused a lot of 

teasing and laughter when children from our Animal 

Health Promotion Clubs met for a final assessment at the 

end of the year. They had all completed our Grade 5 and                                                                                                                                                    

Grade 6 storybooks. They had all done practicals. They 

had all been on school camps. But what had they learnt 

learnt from the programme? What knowledge had they 

carried home? Their mothers were there to clap and cheer   

                                                                                                                                                        

Have the children carried any of their 

learning home? Mothers and children 
compete in a quiz that tests the transfer of 

knowledge from school to home. 

 

Answering questions at Ntombiyodumo. 

 



Φ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mdukatshani Trustee, Umtwana Mkhosi Mchunu (right) and 

Teacher DN Choncho present certificates at Ntombiyodumo 

Ntombiyodumo club members with first-ever certificates.   

 

There is no organized sport at African schools. If children 

want to play sport they organize themselves, kicking balls 

made of plastic bags round open, dusty spaces. Among the 

many benefits of the AHP Clubs ï they provide an after- 

school activity. Although government teachers have 

welcomed the programme, their duties lie with an already 

overloaded official school syllabus, which means the AHP 

Clubs often have to give way to the formal schooling. This 

is frustrating for both the children and our staff, who 

spend a lot of time on preparation. 

 

Is there a better way of supporting the children and their 

families? This is one of the questions we are now 

considering, using the insights of our staff who share years                                                                                                                              

of experience in making learning fun. Gugu started 

working with children in the tentative early days of the 

project, 16 years ago, Sindi Ngubane joined 12 years ago, 

and Senzekile Mntungwa five years ago, and if you watch 

how the children respond to their lessons you understand 

their value as teachers. There are currently five primary 

schools involved in the project: Ntombiyodumo, 

Ngongolo, Sinqumeni, Bambanani and Ngxongwane, 

although the clubs will remain on hold until our evaluation 

is complete in the new year. 

 

Certificates for members of the newest Animal Health Promotion 

Club at Ngxongwane Primary School at Nongoma. 

 

In February 25 learners from the Ngxongwane AHP Club 
celebrated the completion of their course with a weekend                                                                                                                                                        

camp at the White Elephant Game Reserve near Pongola 

where they learnt about conservation on a guided walk. 

 

Mdukatshani Chairperson, Deborah Ewing, speaks at the farewell 

ceremony for AHP club members at the Sinqumeni Primary  

 

Chickens were awarded as prizes to the winning quiz team at 

Ntombiyodumo Primary School where this group correctly 

answered questions that included: What are the ingredients 
           used in making feed blocks for goats? 
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Although Jacob Zuma`s face on the MK billboard 
dominated Tugela Ferry, the district of Msinga remained 

                        an IFP stronghold. 

 

A bakkie full of MK supporters arrived to sing and dance. 
 

 

 
                  A NEW POLITICAL REALITY 

 

The run-up to the national elections in May generated a lot of heat                                                                                                                                        

which made it difficult, at times, to operate in rural areas. Although 

Election Day passed without violence; the results produced uneasy                                                                                                                                 

alliances with political turmoil expected ahead. 

 

As predicted, the ruling ANC lost its majority for the first time in 30 

years and had to negotiate a new national government made up of ten 

parties. In KZN Jacob Zuma`s MK Party won 45% of the vote but                                                                                                           

was forced into opposition when four smaller parties formed a                                                                                                                                  

coalition that gives them 41 seats in the 80-seat provincial legislature. 

 

For the GAP project the immediate effect of the changes are new                                                                                                                                     

ministers in charge of our work, both nationally and provincially,                                                                                                     

which means a need to form new connections and contacts with                                                                                                                            

decisionmakers. We are already feeling the loss of Thoko Didiza, the                                                                                                     

former Minister of Land Reform and Agriculture, with whom we built                                                                                                                            

the Goat Master Plan. After 17 years in this portfolio Didiza has been                                                                                                            

appointed Speaker of the National Assembly, a powerful position, but                                                                                                         

far away from her previous work.  

 

The 2024 elections were the sixth since democracy, and very different 

from those that had gone before. Quite apart from a decline in voting                                                                                                                                 

numbers, and ballot papers with a bewildering list of 52 parties and 

independent candidates, why were there no bakkies serving pots of                                                                                                                   

food to the party faithful? Once rival parties set up catering stations                                                                                                                        

along our drive, and the sound of revelry went on late into the night.                                                                                                                                     

This year there was clearly no money for catering, and the revelry                                                                                                                    

arrived with a single noisyt bakkie carrying Jacob Zuma`s MK                                                                                                                                        

supporters, youngsters who stopped just long enough to dance a                                                                                                                            

challenge, before moving on to dance at other polling stations in the                                                                                                                  

district. But did any of the young people actually vote? Or was                                                                                                             

Election Day just an excuse for a party? The vote has lost its magic                                                                                                                   

and although 42,3 million South Africans were eligible to vote, only                                                                                                                       

27,2 million  registered, and only 16,3 million voted on the day.                                                                                                                         
 
The following are the results from our local voting stations: 

KwaMakhonya (Mdukatshani): 236 registered voters 

Inkatha Freedom Party:        56,52 % 
Mhkonto weSizwe:               34,16 % 

African National Congress:   6,21 % 

 

Ncunjane: 406 registered voters 

Inkatha Freedom Party:         67,65 % 

Mkhonto weSizwe :              24,26 % 
African National Congress:     4,41 % 

 

Mabizela High School: 923 registered voters 
Inkatha Freedom Party:          77,37 % 

Mkhonto weSizwe:                 10,29 % 

African National Congress:      9,05 % 

 

The IFP campaigned with banners of their founder the 

  late Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi, urging voters to     
      Do It For Shenge (his Zulu honorific name). 

 

Dhayimani Dladla lost a good job in the 1980`s going on 

strike for change, and although he is now cynical of 

promises, he is always an early voter on Election Day. 
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It took an effort for Zamisile Dladla, Ndundu Mbhele and Phindile 

Mcunu to summon up smiles, for these were hail-bruised tomatoes, 
sold cheap. The buyer was willing to take all they had. 

 

Cabbage and potato fields just before the hail hit in June. It was a 

heavy blow for a consortium of three young women who had been 

steadily expanding the area they worked, ambitious to make a 
                   living on the land as real farmers.   

 

THE MDUKATSHANI GARDENS 

 

After two wet years which produced good crops of mealies, 

tomatoes, and sweet potatoes, some of the Mdukatshani                                                                                                                                

gardeners decided to expand, forming small consortiums                                                                                                                                   

that could share the hard work and the costs of fuel for the                                                                                                                                             

pumps. Soon large beds of winter vegetables were visible                                                                                                                             

from the road, drawing comments from passersby. The first                                                                                                                                

tomatoes were just starting to ripen when hail hit in June,                                                                                                                                        

an unseasonal storm that smashed the tomatoes, shredded                                                                                                                                   

the cabbages, and left potatoes and peppers buried in ice. 

  

The gardeners surveyed the damage with heartache. While                                                                                                                      

there were buyers for bruised tomatoes and torn cabbages                                                                         

offered cheap, most of the gardens were destroyed. This                                                                                                                                     

was the second hailstorm in 13 months. Was it worth the                                                                                                                                            

effort of starting again? A donation from a well-wisher gave                                                                                                                               

each gardener R 200 towards the costs of the damage, and                                                                                                                                               

it was back to work, preparing seed beds.   

 

By September hopes were high again, and for the first time                                                                                                                                            

hired tractors came in to plough the gardens from the river                                                                                                            

the road. Those who had the strength brought in bags of                                                                                                                                           

goat manure, loaded on our bakkie every afternoon. A flock                                                                                                                                                        

of guineafowl came in too, scratching up the mealie seed                                                                                                                                    

just planted in the ground. Those who had the means started                                                                                                                                

to irrigate their fields. The majority waited for rain.   

  

It was going to be a long wait, the heat so intense that all the 

maize in the district shrivelled white, as if afflicted with                                                                                                                                           

some disease. In November the gardeners started to pray for                                                                                                                                                 

rain, setting aside every Friday as a communal Prayer Day                                                                                                                                        

at Mashunka , but when the rain fell at last, just before New                                                                                                                                       

Year, it was almost too late. Even the fields which had been                                                                                                                                    

irrigated were scorched. The heavy costs of irrigation affect 

everyone, and a dry and withered garden speaks of hardship                                        

not neglect. Three families have small pumps of their own,                                                                                                                                  

but most of  the gardeners are dependent on the Mdukatshani                                                                                                                               

pump which Mandla Magasela will set up on their behalf if                                                                                                                                          

they provide the fuel. 

 

Phangiwe Dladla (80) heading home with onions 

on her head. Nobody knows how she does it, but 

although she has to walk with a stick, she casts it 
    aside when she`s ready to hoe or weed.    

 

The day after the hail, with shredded cabbages 

going cheap. Velephi Mdlolo has a garden of 

her own, although her crippled feet mean other 
members of the family help to tend it for her. 

 

Bongiwe Chonco made R 4 600 from her green 
mealies this year. ñItôs the manureò she says. A                                                                                                                                                                                

star gardener who rotates her crops, she shares 

bags of rich goat manure with the other women. 
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ñTwo litres,ò Victoria Lamula promised Mandla recently.                                                                                                                                     

She had done a calculation and could just afford it.  She                                                                                                                               

would send the money for two litres after Pension Day. 

Mdukatshani lies on the boundary of two municipal areas, 

and this year councillors from both areas donated pumps                                                                                                                                                                 

to help the gardeners with the problems of irrigation. The                                                                                                                                             

first, in May, was presented by the Mayor of Msinga, F. J.                                                                                                                                                                       

Sikhakhane, and Pheleleni Dladla, our popular Mashunka                                                                                                                                                      

Councillor. The second was presented, in December, when                                                                                                                    

Thabisile Dladla, the Deputy Mayor of Nkosi Langalibalele                                                                                                                                                                                              

Municipality had a meeting of his constituents at Nomoya, 

and handed out pumps and seeds to two groups from 

different places. With celebration the seeds were planted 

the next day. 

 Selling sweet potatoes along the road. Because gardeners have no 
transport themselves they are dependent on lifts to get their crops 

              to market,or sell across the fence to hawkers. 

 

Tractors are an innovation that arrived in the heyday of the dagga 

industry, and they are a boon for gardeners like Hlengiwe Mbatha 

            who struggles to walk, but plants a large field. 

 

Most of the gardeners live at least an hour`s walk from their plots 

and depend on an ancient bakkie to help them get their crops home 

                                     at reaping time. 

 

Six months ago this field was destroyed by hail. Today the tomato crop is almost finished, and the mealies are ready to reap. 
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Mgongo Ngubane never intended to be a                                                                                                                                                                                        
crafter when he started weaving copper                                                                                                                                                                                       

bangles with the Mdukatshani childrenôs                                                                                                                                                                            

group more than 20 years ago. These                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

pictures show the boy, and the man he                                                                                                                                                                                                 

has become, a little careworn with lost 

hopes, but a master weaver of woven 
metal wire bowls, like the beaded bowl, 

above, currently on display at a wirework 

exhibition called ñWeaving Meaningsò, 
donated to the Museum of International                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Folk Art in Santa Fe, USA, by collector                                                                                                                                                                                                 

David Arment and Jim Rimelspach. 

 

It was a good year for the crafts, with fewer lulls between 

orders, and better paid work for the crafters. The demand 

for d®cor items continued, especially beaded napkin rings 

and tealight holders - small items, but surprisingly slow 

to weave. Many of the women were often torn between    

bead deadlines and the needs of their gardens, and there 

were times when we could have used extra hands to keep 

up with orders, particularly in the ploughing season, which 

coincided with Christmas deadlines. 

 

Our elite crafters continued to collaborate with Threads of 

Africa, weaving bowls and bangles in silver, copper and 

brass, some of the work commissioned by collector David                                                                                                                             

Arment who would feature our bowls in a major exhibition                                                                                                                              

of telephone wire art which opened at the Museum of                                                                                                                                                            

International Folk Art in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in                                                                                                                                                      

November. Called ñWeaving Meaningsò the exhibition was 

curated by Elizabeth Perrill, an expert on Zulu ceramics, 

and is based on a collection of more than 2 000 pieces of 

wire art, part of which has been donated to the Museum 

 by David and his husband, Jim Rimelspach. 

                                                                                                                          

THE CRAFT PROJECT 
. 

 
The collection began in the early 1990s when David                                                                                                                                            

and Jim were travelling through South Africa, buying                                                                                                                                                              

wire baskets along the way, and a friend, the fashion 

icon Marianne Fassler, put them in touch with Marisa 

Fick-Jordan, an artist and designer who was working 

with women at Siyanda, an informal settlement near 

Durban, developing their skills in wire art, and 

struggling to find outlets for their work. David has 

described his first visit to Siyanda as ñlife-alteringò,   

and it marked the beginning of a friendship that 

has seen traditional wire work recognized as an art                                                                                                                                        

form, with expanding sales across the world. ñFor                                                                                                                                                   

that was our initial goal,ò says David. ñTo recognize                                                                                                                                       

the artists and ensure they made a livelihood out of                                                                                                                                                                 

their art.ò The excitement has never faded. After that                                                                                                                   

first sweltering day in the township David and Marisa 

sat up late planning a book, WIRED: Contemporary                                                                                                                                                                   

Zulu Telephone Wire Baskets which was eventually                                                                                                                                                           

published in 2005, with examples of  Mdukatshani`s                                                                                                                                              

copper work included. For Marisa had taken us under 

her wing and was helping us find sales outlets too. 
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The Mdukatshani crafters continue to work from home, 

a mixed blessing that demands real discipline in meeting 

deadlines. In October, to catch up with a special order, a 

group of Mashunka women were fetched daily to spend a                                                                                                                    

month working at the Learning Centre, which still had 

sections of the roof open to the sky as thatcherôs repaired 

years of termite damage. With fallen debris thick on the 

floor a Bead Day felt a bit like a picnic. Despite a sail on 

the roof, it leaked when it rained, which meant all our 

materials were constantly having to be shifted. Then there                                                                                                                                                 

were the snakes. First a large puffadder coiled in the                                                                                                                                                          

gloom of a corner.  It was despatched. So was the second 

puff-adder curled up at the scale. Then a black mamba 

appeared in the Bead Room, moving fast behind a bin. 

While somebody went running for a man with a gun, three                                                                                                                              

women kept watch, and when the snake`s head emerged                                                                                                                                                 

briefly from its hiding place, it was thumped by Celiwe                                                                                                                                          

Khumalo. She is still getting accolades for her courage.   

                                                                                                                          

ñShe has collaborated with everyone, from Herve DiRosa to 

Christian Dior.ò  And us. Marisa Fick-Jordan with David 

  Arment and Jim Rimelspach at the Santa Fe exhibition. 

A different kind of artist. Msawenkosi Mchunu carves   

Wild Olive sticks for a living, the satin smooth surface 

    of his sticks beaded for orders by our crafters.   

Marisa arranged the first exhibition of our woven copper 

wire bowls at the Alliance Francois. She found us money                                                                                                                                                    

for training. She got us orders from Oprah Winfrey ï and                                                                                                                                                      

she introduced us to David Arment. She is the most                                                                                                                                                  

reliable of friends, as passionate about the details of the 

crafters` lives as she is about their work, and always 

willing to go a little further to help. She has handled the 

formalities of Customs on our behalf, and when a large 

order arrived in a wooden crate, she sighed. The crate 

couldn`t leave the country without first being fumigated, 

which meant opening it up, unpacking it, spraying it, and 

closing it up again, all of which she did without telling us. 

 

Wirework has changed dramatically in the past 30 years, 

and although recognition has meant higher earnings for                                                                                                                                          

many of the artists ñnot everyone selling baskets is as fair 

trade oriented as they claim,ò says David. And for most 

crafters even well-paid work is sporadic. While it makes 

a valuable contribution to the family income, it seldom                                                                                                                                                 

provides a livelihood. Even a master weaver, like Mgongo 

Ngubane, can earn more as a farm labourer paid the 

government`s minimum wage of R 220, 64 a day. This                                                                                                                                                       

is a heady amount for any crafter, but a theoretical one 

in our area where the exodus of white farmers due to land 

reform means there are no longer any farm jobs available. 

 

                                                                                                                          

Left: David Arment with part of his telephone wire collection, 

our very different copper bowls visible on a shelf behind him. 
Below: The International Folk Art Museum in Santa Fe, New 

          Mexico, where the exhibition will run for a year. 
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Making an Invisible Market Visible 

 

 THE LIVE FOWL TRADE 

 

The women were intrigued. They had been invited to attend 

an Innovation Platform - a meeting to discuss an experiment 

with chickens. Everyone had chickens. Everyone ate                                                                                                                                            

chickens, sold chickens - and had all kinds of problems with                                                                                                                                                    

chickens. The problems were for another day. This meeting                                                                                                                                                 

would be about sales. Our staff had been running test sales                                                                                                                                

at village markets, and were going to report on the potential                                                                                                                                           

of the live fowl trade, covering subjects such as the pricing                                                                                                                           

differentials based on colour and demand, and cages for                                                                                                                                   

presentation. Much they passed on would be a revelation. It 

was going to be a memorable day. 

 

Although chickens are a familiar sight in African yards, 

they are regarded as a source of food for the home, with                                                                                                                                                           

little recognition of their value for the live fowl market. 

This was the subject our staff tackled at two Innovation 

Platforms early in the year, with many smaller farmers 

meetings in the months that followed. And the results are 

becoming visible in the number of birds now being sold 

at formal livestock auctions, as well as village markets, 

sometimes a cage full of fowls, sometimes a single bird 

in a special colour. For if the chickens are needed for a 

traditional ceremony, colour is crucial, and prices will be 

dependent on colour.  Most buyers say ñwhite chickens 

have no parentsò. They were hatched in an incubator, not 

under a real chicken, so cannot be used for spiritual 

ceremonies and this is reflected in the price, for while a 

broiler sells for R70, a speckled fowl sells for R 120, and 

a sought-after rare grey chicken for R 450. 

 

There are too many male birds 
in home flocks ( above) and as                                                                                                                                                                                                      

their meat is tough, they have                                                                                                                                                                                                               

a low value at Live Fowl sales                                                                                                                                                                                                           
- unless the colour of their 

feathers is in demand. 

Left: Young chicks prance like 
ballet dancers with plastic                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

wing attachments called                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Irockets, a protective device 
we are testing against hawks 

which swoop in on chicks not 

yet three months old. The 
plastic alters the chicks` shape                                                                                                                                                                                           

and makes them look bigger. 

 

 Not all live fowl sales are linked to colour. There is also a 

market for tough,  non-broiler chickens which are made                                                                                                                                           

into specialized stews called ñCornish hen  curriesò, a                                                                                                                                                                     

local delicacy among Asian people who willingly pay                                                                                                                                                                              

twice the price of  a broiler for one of these birds. And of 

course there is a market for broilers too, those ñorphanò 

white birds which are bought as chicks and reared to be 

sold from the back of bakkies of informal African traders. 

It may not be a market for our farmers, but they listened 

intently to the broiler sellers who came to our meetings 

to explain prices, and the periods in the year with high 

volume sales. The project is hoping that as chicken 

production increases, these bakkie sellers will help to 

connect rural farmers to the urban centres, where the 

real market lies.   

 

 

A brisk trade in live fowls on the side of a formal auction at Colenso. 
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Sticks and plastic ready to be hoisted. 

Old Tyres 

Luxury suites 

 

?EÉf] EÅШ EÉÑÉ 

  An old iron drum 

 

Live fowl sellers are an increasingly common sight at auctions and markets, some offering a cage full of birds, others just a single 
fowl in a striking colour 

 

In June we conducted a baseline which showed farmers                                                                                                                                                  

were selling and slaughtering at least 35% of their grown 

chickens. However counting their flocks revealed only                                                                                                                                         

56% were female, a common problem in chicken flocks 

where at least half the chicks hatched are male. Given 

their low value as unproductive (non-laying birds), with 

tough-textured meat, they are difficult to market at live 

sales. Of the eggs laid only 5% became chicks that added 

to the flock. This could be from eggs being eaten or lost. 

Because nests are often badly designed or non-existent, 

and very vulnerable to predation by cats, dogs, snakes 

(as well as children who steal eggs to eat) the project has 

 

 

been working on practical examples of nests which can be                                                                                                                                                   

made out of local scrap material, and scaled up to protect 

eggs and increase the number hatched. We are also                                                                                                                                                      

looking at ways of protecting small chicks from birds of                                                                                                                                       

prey by giving them wing attachments of bright coloured                                                                                                                                            

plastic which alters their shape and makes them look bigger                                                                                                                                

than they are. Hawks are cautious about attacking birds 

too big to scoop up at speed, so mature fowls and chicks                                                                                                                                             

older than three months don`t get predated. The                                                                                                                                                   

experiment is being tested across the project area with                                                                                                                                               

wing attachments in different sizes and colours, and if it                                                                                                                                           

is successful we will scale it out with farmers. 

 

 


