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Michael Phama/ Phola Park  
Michael Phama was one of the participants in the Katorus workshop.  Unlike other 
participants, a version of Michael Phama’s involvement in the East Rand violence 
has been thoroughly documented-- in court records and police files, in the TRC proc-
ess, and later, in amnesty hearings.  However, none of these carry his voice on his 
own story. 

Within the workshop process, Michael opted not to draw pictures, but rather talked 
(through an interpreter) to the facilitator about issues he wanted to bring up; he then 
discussed with the workshop the points he had raised.  He did not talk about his 
own experiences during the workshop.  However, after the process, he agreed to be 
interviewed at length.

The official version:  according to press, 
court case, TRC and amnesty hearings
First incident:
Michael Phama was a member of the Phola Park Self-Defence Unit (SDU), one of the 
semi-military groups loosely linked to the ANC who organised to protect communities 
from attack.  In September 1991, his unit heard that IFP supporters were planning to hold 
a rally at the Thokoza Stadium.  The four SDU members positioned themselves outside 
the stadium, and opened fire on the Inkatha supporters as they were marched down the 
road to the peace rally.  Twenty-one IFP supporters died.
In November, police produced an identikit of one of the gunmen, showing a man who 
had one eye.  After a massive police hunt, Michael Phama -- who has one eye -- was 
arrested (some eight months later, in June 1992).  Upon his arrest, police claim he 
signed a confession before a magistrate, in which he admitted to being a member of the 
SDU and to attacking a peaceful Inkatha rally; as well as participating in two other shoot-
outs with police, in which several police were killed.  
At the trial Michael denied making the confession: he claimed that the confession was 
an incorrect translation by a Zulu police translator of a statement he had made in Xhosa.  
The judge ruled that the confession was admissible and valid, and refused to allow other 
evidence.  He found Michael Phama guilty of 23 counts of murder.  Michael Phama 
served time in jail from 1993 until 1999, when he received amnesty from the TRC. 
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 The official version of the 8 
September shooting claims 
that four gunmen opened 
fire on a peaceful crowd of 
IFP supporters,  on their way 
to a peace rally at Thokoza 
Stadium.  These claims went 
further:  that the shooting was 
not only unprovoked, but that 
it was deliberate provocation 
by “third-force” perpetrators, 
intended  to derail an ANC-
Inkatha peace initiative (due 
to be signed that weekend).  
In addition, statements made 
to the Goldstone Commission 
of Inquiry in 1993, to the TRC, 
to Michael Phama’s trial and 
his 1999 amnesty hearing 
(including statements by 
national leaders of the ANC) 
further claimed Michael 
Phama was a police agent.

Michael Phama has 
consistently denied that he 
worked for the police.
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My name is Michael Phama (ID No 
481010561080).  I was born in 1948 at Tsomo 
District in Eastern Cape, Transkei.  My human 
rights were violated by the apartheid regime in 
many different ways and on many occasions.
I am uneducated due to the fact that my father 
was earning peanuts.  I grew up beginning as a 
shepherd and providing security looking after my 
father’s stock and my family while my father was a 
mineworker.
I went for employment by joining TEBA and 
worked in Crown Mines under difficult conditions: 
unsafe underground work for long hours.  I initially 
joined for six months, but the mines extended my 
contract after I came up with new ideas to help with 
mine safety.  I earned R10 per month in that job.

In the 1970s I was in Alberton working as a 
temporary worker for almost six years.  I was 
unregistered, and a hostel dweller;   the municipal 
police arrested me several times for pass and permit 
offences.  
The worst incident which traumatized me occurred 
in 1976 during that time of black power uprising.  
I had organized a soccer team.  I heard that one of 
my soccer players was killed by white police near 
Nkaki Street in Thokoza on his way to practice.  
When I heard the bad news that same day I went 
to the scene, together with two other men, to see 
his body and arrange for its removal. This was 
on a Friday.  The police refused to let us see the 
body; the white police beat me almost to death on 
the scene where my player’s body was lying.  As 
a result I slept at Natalspruit Hospital for almost 
three months; my right eye was totally damaged by 

In Michael Phama’s words
translation, NomaRussia Banara; transcription J. Seidman, October 2007

Second incident:  Michael Phama was found 
guilty for a second incident, which occurred on 
27 February, 1992.  Phola Park SDU members 
attacked and killed several men in a grey kombi.  
Press reports of this incident said that the men 
in the kombi had previously shot at people on the 
street; the residents had identified the van  and 
noted its registration number. Some witnesses 
said that one of those killed was a white man. 
At Michael’s trial, police claimed this was an 
unprovoked attack on innocent Zulu workers who 
were taking a taxi to work.

Michael’s version of this incident, given  in the 
1999 amnesty hearing:

“ We sent some youth to go and check this taxi, 
the taxi that shoots at the people in the morning, 
the colour and the registration number.  They 
came back and said it was a kombi with the 
colour of this steel, the one that is on the floor 
(grey)… We told them to go away because we 
did not want them to know what was our plan 
concerning this kombi. …”
 - Amnesty hearing for Michael Phama, 22   
  June 1999 (Day 2) – p17

Third incident: Phola Park SDU members were in 
a shoot-out with police at a roadblock.Michael 
claims he was not present during this, although.  
had instructed the SDU members (who had 
gone to find guns for the unit) to fight back if 
apprehended by police.  However, Michael was 
charged with these shootings and found guilty.
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police and removed.  My player was buried while 
I was in hospital.
I was finally registered by the company in 1977 
and the issue of passes and permits was resolved.  
Then in the 1980s the problem was the State of 
Emergency.  I was once again beaten by soldiers 
during this time.
The years of the 1990s turned my life into misery 
until today.  In the 1990s here in the East Rand 
(Ekurhuleni) there was political violence which 
changed our lives altogether.  Our daily bread was 
gunshots.  We couldn’t sleep, eat, wash, work; our 
food and water were to see blood and dead bodies, 
corpses.  I had no choice but to be employed in 
the company called “defend yourself, family and 
community” in the East Rand; my salary was 

death either on the scene or in jail
The political violence in the East Rand started 
as follows – which was caused by the apartheid 
regime:
(The details of Michael’s story of the 1990s, and 
the formation of the Phola Park SDU, are found 
in pages 14-15 of this publication.  We resume in 
1991:)
In early 1990: There was a time when all the 
leaders of political parties affected called for 
peace.  The meeting was going to be held 
at Thokoza Stadium.  Cde. Mandela, Chief 
Mangosuthu and Brig. Bantu Bonke Holomisa 
were to start at Mtshayazafe hostel.  Cde Mandela 
was not allowed to enter the hostel by the IFP 
members.

Trial and sentencing:  Michael 
Phama was found guilty and 
sentenced in June 1993 to 
life imprisonment for ech of 
the 21 murder counts -- an 
effective 192 years in prison 
for the 16 attempted murder 
counts, and 10 years in prison 
for unlawful possession of 
arms and amunition.  He 
remained in prison until 
granted amnesty by the TRC 
Amnesty Committee in 1999.
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As the ANC from Dunusa, we could not manage to go to the stadium; our traditional 
weapons were taken by the police.  They knew that always we were attacked by soldiers 
and police.  We heard that all the hostel dwellers from all hostels were in the stadium with 
their weapons.
The leaders who came to us were the ANC leaders (Cde Mandela and Holomisa).  Chief 
Buthelezi refused to come to us.  
After that Peace Campaign, the violence was worse:  taxi routes, no-go areas, and 
boundaries were developed as the number of killings, disappearances and injuries 
increased on a daily basis.  Houses, shacks and property were vandalized.  Mortuaries 
were full with black people and white soldiers.
In Dunusa after that “Peace” all the Xhosa speakers and a person with 9 1/2 fingers 
(inqothi) were taken to the hostel and killed in trains and taxis all over.  This is when we 
separated the taxis.  The location and Dunusa people must use taxis, and the Angus route 
to wherever.
The community from Phenduka Section in Tokoza fled their houses; others were forced to 
join IFP;  and the houses remaining were occupied by IFP members.  The boundary which 
separated us from them was down Buthelezi Street.

8 September 1991:  The IFP members called a big rally which included IFP from different 
hostels in Gauteng (according to our information some were brought from KZN) called 
for the job.  The information we received was that the intention of this rally was to kill the 
community and to take over and own all of Katorus.    
Then we sat down and planned:  that they won’t jump the boundary.  The won’t own 
Thokoza; they would only own Phenduka. 

Michael Phama recalls the previous “peace rally” at Katlehong, in April 1991, which was followed by an 
attack on Dunusa Squatter Camp in which six people were killed (according to the press.) 

“The information 
we received was that 
the intention of this 
rally was to kill the 

community and to take 
over and own all of 

Katorus.”    
“Then we sat down 
and planned:  that 

they won’t jump 
the boundary.  The 

won’t own Thokoza; 
they would only own 

Phenduka. “
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We also received information that because they knew they might be attacked, their plan 
was to force the youth from Thokoza to go in front of the group that was going to the 
stadium, and the hostel dwellers would follow when they saw that the youth were not 
attacked.
Then I positioned myself in a position to fight and defend my community for the last time.  
I was there to die for my community and for my organization, the ANC, and for a better 
future for my family and for democracy for the nation.   I was prepared to die or go to jail 
or receive the death sentence.
I allowed the youth to pass that area; I fired at the second group.  By that time they also 
fired at me – in vain.  But I did not know how many people were killed and injured as the 
situation was tense then.
1991:  Some soldiers were identified who raped some women; but the women could not 
speak (to the public and the press - ed).  After this, the SADF was removed, and the 32 
Batallion was introduced.
27/05/1992:  I was shot by a a white Benoni policeman, a “Brixton” (a township term 
derived from the notorious Brixton Murder and Robbery Squad police) who came wearing 
brown hats and brown lumber jackets.  The four bullets penetrated different parts of my 
body, and one stuck in my right arm (it was removed in 2006).
28/05/92:  On the 28th my brother took me out of the hospital for safety, as the Brixtons 
(the white Benoni police) wanted to kill me while in hospital to hide the evidence.
30/05/92:  From there they victimized my family by beating my wife, and broke my 
property on several occasions.  They took my marriage certificate and got my ID 

Pic:  Michael Phama at 
the Khulumani workshop, 
with SAHA director Piers 
Pigou and the child of KSG 
organiser NomaRussia 
Bonase.

“Then I positioned 
myself in a position 
to fight and defend 
my community for 
the last time.  I was 
there to die for my 
community and for 
my organization, the 
ANC, and for a better 
future for my family 
and for democracy 
for the nation.   I was 
prepared to die or go to 
jail or receive the death 
sentence.”

document and put me in Crime 
Stop .  They accused me as the 
person who made Dunusa and 
Thokoza an ANC stronghold, and 
of fighting against the army and 
police.
24/10/92  I was arrested in 
Carletonville and the white Benoni 
police were called and took me to 
Newlands:  two months tortured 
and questioned.  
I was taken to Modapi in January 
1993; then in Sun City October 
1993.  From 1994 to 1995 I was in 
Maximum Security..

Michael Phama was given 
amnesty by the TRC in 1999.  
He was in jail for most of the 
TRC processes; and no one 
suggested to him that he might 
also qualify for compensation 
for any of his injuries from the 
police.
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