ABOUT

THE SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORY ARCHIVE

The South African History Archive (SAHA) is an independent human rights archive dedicated to documenting,
supporting and promoting greater awareness of past and contemporary struggles for justice in South Africa.

SAHA aims to:

- Recapture lost and neglected histories;

- Record aspects of South African democracy in the making;

- Bring history out of the archives and into schools, universities and communities in new and innovative ways;

- Extend the boundaries of freedom of information in South Africa;

- Raise awareness, both nationally and internationally, of the role of archives and documentation in promoting and defending human rights

FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT SAHA'S MANDATE, PROJECTS AND PROGRAMMES, PLEASE CONTACT:

The South African History Archive
Box 31719

Braamfontein
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Tel: +27117182560
Fax: +27865001600
Email: info@saha.org.za
www.saha.org.za
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burg's new R1,500,000 police E

distriet and divisional head-
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INTRODUCTION

Over 40 years ago, on a chilly day in late August 1968, Prime Minister Balthazar John Vorster opened

John Vorster Square, He heralded the squat blue structure that overlooked the motorway in downtown
Johannesburg as a ‘state-of-the-art’modern police station because it housed all major divisions of the police
under ‘one roof, boasting that the shining new precinct was the largest police station in Africa.

It was perhaps fitting that the building was named after Vorster — as the former Minister of Justice, he had overseen the institution of harsh
security laws designed to crush opposition to apartheid and ensured that the Security Branch of the South African Police acquired formidable
powers. Between 1960 and 1990, over 80 000 South Africans were detained, including 10 000 women and 15 000 children and youth under the
age of 18 years. The number of people in detention reached its peak after the government declared a total state of emergency in June 1986:
25 000 people were detained over a period of 12 months.

John Vorster Square acquired a reputation as a site for brutality and torture, becoming the primary location for detentions and interrogation on
the Witwatersrand during the 1970s and 1980s. 75 deaths in detention were officially recorded in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission'’s
report. Between 1970 and 1990, eight people, all of whom were being held under detention regulations, died in John Vorster Square.

Following the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990, widespread changes were made to the security laws in the country. Detention without trial
was removed from the stature books and the Security Branch disbanded. In 1995, the South African Police Service was launched and in 1997,
the bronze bust of BJ Vorster was removed from the foyer, John Vorster Square was renamed Johannesburg Central Police Station and now
functions to fight crime in Johannesburg.

Despite these changes, the bleak interior and the dank smell remain the same. The ghosts of its former occupants are far from banished.




