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Egoli 
City of gold

WORDS BY ANEESA BODIAT
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I had been meaning 
to ask Kagiso for a 
crash course in taxi-
talk. The notorious 
Jo’burg minibus 
taxi, brimming with 
people, booming with 
music and racing along, 
is a feature on any drive 
around town. People complain about taxis, but 
sixteen squashed passengers have to get to their 
destination as quickly as possible. Rule number 
one: give the taxi driver a break. He always lets 
you cut in front of him if you wave politely, even 
though his driving skills belong on a NASCAR 
racetrack and not on the M1 highway. 

Rule number 
one: give the 
taxi driver a 

break.
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Rule number 
two: respect 
others, and 

relax.

Waiting out a typical Jo’burg 
thunderstorm, I keep company 
with Kagiso, always ready to regale 
me with a taxi-tale or two. As I try to 
imitate his circular hand movement 
(this means I want to go to a local 
destination), Kagiso entertains 
me with observations of his fellow 
passengers. Like the guy who sits in 
the fold-over seat by the door even 
though there are five empty seats 
at the back, blocking the way for 
everyone else. Or sitting next to a 
man who has gas problems. Sitting 
in the front seat, which means you 
have to collect everyone’s fare and 
dole out the change, an impromptu 
‘Assistant to the Driver’. Neighbours 
watching porn. And the inevitable 
love story: they started by speaking 
English, then they moved to Zulu, 
then realised that they were both 
Venda. Life happens in a taxi.

My relationship with Kagiso 
Olebogeng Maine, a proper Tswana 
boy, illustrates South Africa’s 
diversity. We discuss the African 
tradition of lobola (paying your 
bride’s family in cattle as dowry) 
and I mention that my family could 
do with a few cows. Kagiso and I 
get along pretty well. Would it be 
very far-fetched if we got hitched? 
We contemplate marriage for a 
few romantic minutes but it all 
comes crashing down when Kagiso 

reveals the deal-breaker: he cannot 
bear the thought of fasting for an 
entire month of Ramadan. 

Moving along quickly, engagement 
broken, friendship restored, our 
mock mini-engagement makes me 
pause. Our once fractured society 
has come a long way. People of 
different races and backgrounds 
can now joke about culture and 
religion, learning about each other 
without having to peek shyly from 
behind the curtain of political 
correctness. Rule number two: 
respect others, and relax.

I ask Ashford about where to find the 
best local music. Ashford Nkululeko 
Nyatsumba, born in the USA, a Swati 
guy with roots in Johannesburg. 
Apart from his huge and colourful 
sneaker collection, Ash is excited 
about the artists playing Jo’burg. 

Ashford breaks it down for me 
and gives me a quick lesson in the 
Jo’burg sound. The music on the 
street is South African house music, 
a move away from street-urban 
music, which included Kwaito. 
Kwaito music grew in the early 
1990s around the time of liberation 
and was South Africa’s answer to 
hip hop and rap. It involves rapping 
in vernacular, mainly Zulu and 
Sotho. 

The fascinating thing about 
Jo’burg and its music is its link to 
language. We have eleven official 
languages, but instead of creating 
confusion Jo’burg has embraced 
the variety. Ashford describes 
Jo’burgers not, for instance, 
as Zulus or Sothos, but as like-
minded people who accommodate 
each other’s languages. This is 
different to other areas of South 
Africa where people may speak 
one or two languages. Ashford’s 
experience is that most Jo’burgers 
are multilingual and, even if they 
are not fluent in a language, people 
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Rule number 
three: keep 
your mind 

open.
Tsotsi-taal mixes words that overlap 
or are similar in various languages 
and throws in some newly made-up 
words. It varies from place to place, 
but if you understand one version 
of it you can probably pick up the 
new words that you find along the 
way. For example, you could ask 
‘Fede?’ which means ‘What’s up?’ 
and you could respond ‘Shap’, 
which is derived from ‘sharp’ and 
is the word equivalent of a thumbs-
up sign. Then there’s ‘ringa’, which 
means to talk, and comes from the 
idea that a phone rings and you 
answer it to talk to someone. 

Ashford wouldn’t try to hold a full 
conversation in Tsotsi-taal though. 

can make themselves understood. 
This is easier with languages that 
have common roots, of course, 
like the Nguni languages derived 
from Swahili, including Zulu, 
Swati, Xhosa and Ndebele. I finally 
understand how Ashford is able 
to speak six languages. In Jo’burg, 
multilingualism helps people to 
find common ground. 

Back to the music. Kwaito music 
mixes language, and a song 
could have a line starting in one 
language and ending in another. 
This is not to be confused with 
funagalore, which people believed 
to be a universal or hybrid African 
language. Funagalore was more a 
construct imposed from outside 
which existed on the mines in 
some form. The youth version of a 
genuine funagalore is tsotsi-taal. I 
love the way Ashford says it: you 
can immediately hear two accents 
coming through in just that one 
word. 

It’s more of an accessory to language 
and it gets tiring to decode the code-
words and the web of different 
languages. If you want to hear the 
most fantastic Tsotsi-taal, sit in a 
taxi. Rule number three: keep your 
mind open.

My mate Chris MacRoberts, UK-
born, tall and stately, with a voice 
that leaves the echo of one word in 
my head: gravitas – Chris knows 
his history and is enthusiastic 
about sharing it. There are a 
few things that strike him about 
Johannesburg. One is its relative 
newness. Jo’burg is around 120 
years old and Chris is fascinated 
by the fact that the city keeps 
reinventing itself. Plucked from the 
dust by the rush of gold, Jo’burg 
quickly developed into an ordered, 
European-style town. The 1920s 
and 1930s saw the introduction 
of an art deco style to rival New 
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Rule number 
four: be 

adventurous.
York, but this was swept 
away by the stark, square 
architecture of the dark 
apartheid days. 

Enter the new South 
Africa, and the centre 
has moved outwards, 
with places like Sandton 
taking the limelight, as 
modern glass buildings 
rise. Apart from the 
newness and the extreme 
make-overs, Chris muses about the 
fact that Johannesburg has kept 
reinventing itself without much 
of a backward glance. It is only 
recently that nostalgia has started 
creeping in. Jo’burg’s development 
has followed a steep curve through 
the grit and the trees, and the 
economic disparities. It is still the 
City of Gold for people across Sub-
Saharan Africa looking for success.

My beautiful friend Ina, the 
most adventurous eater I know, 
is another import. Ina Ivanova 
Gueorguieva was born in Bulgaria 
but moved here when she was 
eight. She is always on the hunt for 
good food. 

Whenever I think of local food I 
hear the sound of the Mielie Lady 
screaming ‘Mieeelliieeeees!’ as she 
walks around the neighbourhood, 
selling her fresh mielies. Mielies 
are a type of maize, the staple food 
for many. I loved walking around 
the centre of town with my mum, 
buying a fire-cooked mielie, given 

local and traditional 
food form only a part 
of its food culture. 
As entrenched is the 
abundance of eateries 
with cuisine from 
around the world. 
Rule number four: be 
adventurous.

You’ll notice that my 
name is not English 
nor African, but 

Arabic. My grandparents arrived 
(probably on a boat) from India. 
A third generation South African 
growing up in a more Indian part 
of Jo’burg (remnants of the old 
apartheid-driven Group Areas Act 
have yet to fade), I can gratefully 
say that colour lines have blurred 
and that people are moving on 
from South Africa’s torrid past. 
We are vigilant and careful about 
crime, but Jo’burg is becoming like 
any cosmopolitan city. You can 
get a Thai massage to rival any in 
Bangkok, watch our jurisprudence 
develop at the iconic Constitutional 
Court, see kids playing in dusty 
fields, and fend off windscreen 
washers at the traffic lights as you 
head toward the botanical gardens 
for a picnic with friends.

The diversity of Jo’burg takes my 
breath away, and it is hard to do 
justice to the city in words. But 
if I had to choose one word for 
Johannesburg, Jo’burg, Jozi, the 
City of Gold, I know instantly what 
that word would be: Home.

to me wrapped in a mielie leaf so 
that I wouldn’t burn my fingers. 

Mielies are eaten whole and look 
like corn on the cob, or ground 
into maize-meal and prepared like 
porridge. Mielie in porridge form 
(called pap) is half of another 
popular local dish, pap and vleis 
(mielie-meal and meat). Have your 
pap with Mrs Ball’s chutney or 
chakalaka, a spicy vegetable relish, 
for a scrumptious, filling meal.

Closer to home for an Indian girl, 
I heard that Nelson Mandela was 
a curry fan. During the struggle 
years, Madiba and the ANC 
worked with the Indian Congress 
movement in Kwazulu Natal and 
Johannesburg and that’s when his 
love for curry began.

For something traditionally 
African, Ina says she’s tried 
chicken feet and Mopani worms 
and found the feet quite tasty 
(the worms were unimpressive). 
Jo’burg is a cosmopolitan city and 
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