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Markets, market-place trade, and food distribution in general are subjects of long-standing academic interest.1
Economists, anthropologists, historians, sociologists, and geographers have contributed to a burgeoning literature concerning, inter alia, the organisation and role of periodic and daily markets, 2 their spatial and temporal synchronisation,3
and debates on the advantages of municipal as opposed to spontaneous markets.. The historical evolution of markets and
of systems of food marketing also has received considerable attention.s Most recently, concern for understanding food
distribution systems has channelled a growing stream of research into the 'informal sector' in general and into street
hawking in particular.6 In South Africa, there have appeared recently a series of studies seeking to probe facets of the
organisation and functioning of street trading in both historical and contemporary contexts. 7
It is the aim of this paper to contribute to this emermay be traced to t1!e marked changes in the availability
gent literature by investigating the mobile food markets
and cost of consumer goods that occ'urred during the
which were features of several South African cities during
period of the Second World War. Evidence given by the
and in the immediate aftermath of the Second World
Minister of the Interior showed that percentage price rises
War. Specifically, attention is focussed on the municipal
in the period August 1939 -April
1944 had taken the
mobile markets of Johannesburg and on the rise and fall
following course: clothing 64%, footwear 39%, fresh
of the phenomenon of municipal hawking there. Mobile
milk 36%, beef 44%, mutton .40%, pork 71%, fresh fish
marketing (like municipal fixed suburban markets which
12%, potatoes 86%, other vegetables and fruit 64%, cercame to nothing) is an aspect of retail marketing history
tain grades of butter and cheese 13 %, groceries 37% .9As
in Johannesburg that has been largely neglected; notably,
is typical, inflated food prices most seriously affected the
J .R. Shorten's otherwise comprehensive description offers
living standards of the poor. National and municipal
a mere paragraph on mobile markets.8
governments as well as private individuals responded in
various ways to this situation. Efforts of the national
government included the regulation of both food supBACKGROUND
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johannesburg'sfirst mobile market vehicle.
MUSEUM. JOHANNESBURG

of Food Controller was created. 11At the municipal level,
mobile markets were introduced in Johannesburg, Durban, Germiston, and East London.12 These last-named
markets under municipal aegis must be distinguished
from those state-sponsored markets operating in Cape
Town and Pretoria. Functioning also at the local scale to
temper the effects of price increases,. the Johannesburg
Social Welfare Department launched vegetable clubs,
communal restaurants, and canteens in 1.944. In addition, it was responsible for distributing surplus produce
from the wholesale market at Newtown and dispensing
state-aided milk, butter, fruit, and vegetable supplies
through the food depots.13 Paralleling these attempts by
national and municipal governments were the spontaneous privately-organised efforts, articulated through
the People's Food Clubs; they sprang up in Johannesburg
during the 1940s and sought to harness the advantages of
bulk purchase of foods from the wholesale market.14
The introduction of mobile markets under municipal control was, perhaps, the most notable of several responses to the inflation of food prices which occurred during the Second World War. In March 1944 the Johannesburg City Council decided to inaugurate a novel scheme
Converted interior of the mobile market van.
PHOTOGRAPH THESTAR. JOHANNESBURG
-~~
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for selling fruit, vegetables, eggs, and butter from a mobile van.lS The scheme was to be financially self-supporting, with produce priced at a little over the.--daily
wholesale market price so as to cover operating costs.16In
the first instance the mobile market was to serve poor
Whites unable to attend the wholesale market in
Newtown and obliged to purchase supplies at inflated
prices from the limited stocks held at suburban shops or
peddled by hawkers.17 It was anticipated that if the
mobile market was a success,others would enter service,
and that mobile marketing would be extended to include
middle-income suburbs. 18Also the possibility was mooted
of introducing municipal mobile marketing into the
Black townships where the very poorest section of Johannesburg's community lived. However, in this regard, the
reported remarks of Johannesburg's Market Master
reflect both a patronising attitude and commercial motives: "The market should consider getting lorries or vans
to take surPlus produce to the native townships. The nonEuropean population provides an enormous field for consumption. Bringing more and better produce to the native would improve their health and happiness and open
up valuable new markets for the producer". 19
The first mobile market was at first to serve selected
White suburbs in an experimental weekly cycle of six
routes. A motor bus, which had previously been converted from a municipal passengerbus into a medical station for the Civilian Protection Service,2owas bought for
use as the mobile market van; it cost £200, conversion
£328.21 The van was equipped with storage space for bell.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Government GazetteNo. 3300, 4.2.1944: War MeasureNo.5,
1944and Proclamation No. 16, 1944.
For Germiston see The Star, 10.1.1945: Durban, see South
Afn'can municiPal magazine28(325), 1944, p.7; and for East
London seeH.E. MOTYER,Mobile market distribution in East
London, MunicIpal affairs 10, 1946, pp.32 & 35.
JohannesburgCity Council (J.C.C.), Annual reports of the Director of SocialWelfare.
The South African outlook 74, (April) 1944. pp.43-44.
J.C.C., Minutes, 1944,1337.
Rand Daily Mail, 10.4.1944.
Johannesburg'smobile market: Remarkable successof experiment, South African municIPal magazine27(323), 1944,p.9.
Rand Daily Mail, 10.4.1944.
The Star, 30.6.1944 (emphasisadded by authors).
Johannesburg'smobile market, op. cit.
J.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1943/44. p.88.
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View ofa mobile market ilan readyfor salesoperations(1944).
PHOTOGRAPH: THE STAR. jOHANNF.sBURG

tween four and five tons of produce, with counters, shutters, wejgh scales, and a till. After an inauspicious start in
which a railway truck collided with it, mobile marketing
got under way on 21 June 1944.22The van was routed
through Braamfontein, Hillbrow, Berea, Yeoville, Bellevue, Observatory, Orange Grove, and Norwood (Fig. 1).
Three assistants and a driver constituted the personnel of
the van. The schedule for the first day of trading was announced beforehand in the press: it comprised eleven
stops of about thirty minutes each.23

VARIED

SUCCESS IN THE

FIRST YEAR

Public response to the mobile market exceeded all expectations. A long queue of people at the first morning stop
Fig. 1. The geograPhy ofmunicipnt hawking in Johannesburg.

soon stretched supplies and interrupted the itinerary. Replenishment stocks were taken to the mobile market by a
second feeder van. Further sales assistance was called,
and officials went ahead of the mobile van to inform
others of delay. Trestle tables were set up at the second
stop so as to expedite sales of small purchases.24 At the
end of the day the mobile market had made only four of
its eleven scheduled stops, serving more than 1 000 people.25
The pattern established on the first day of trading
was repeated on each of the other routes. Stops varied
from between 1112hours to 3 hours, and the feeder van
became a feature of mobile marketing. The number of
staff was increased and schedules were redesigned so that
successively fewer stops were planned and publicised for
each day. Whereas eleven stops had been scheduled for
the first and second days, the number planned for the
fifth day was four, and for the sixth (a half-day) three.
The second-day market cycle was to take the mobile
market through the southern suburbs: Glenesk, La Rochelle, Regents Park, The Hill, The Hill Extension,
Rosettenville, Townsview, and Kenilworth. Less ambitious and more practicable routes planned for subsequent daily tours were through Jeppe and TroyviIle,
through Fordsburg, Mayfair, Brixton and Vrededorp,
through Doornfontein, Bertrams, Judiths Paarl and Bezuidenhout Valley, and through Forest Hill, Booysens
and Ophirton (Fig. 1).26
The first week of experimental trading was a resounding success. More than 5 000 people were served
and the Market Master was officially asked to prepare a
second mobile van for use within a fortnight.27 The successof the mobile marketing scheme received a wide and
very favourable press in which considerable space was devoted to quoting patron reactions and to listing fruit and
vegetable prices on the mobile van. Broadly speaking,
prices were between 25% and 50% lower than those at
which shops and hawkers were selling, and quality was
reputedly superior .28 Prices varied daily in concert with
market conditions; those ~ven in Table 1 provide a fair
TABLE 1
COMPARATIVE PRICES FOR FRUIT AND VEGETABLES
SOLD BY HAWKERS AND MOBILE MARKETS,
JOHANNESBURG, jULY 1944*

* Rand Daily Mail, 14.7.1944
**11b. = approx. 0,45 kg

comparison between prices charged by hawkers and the
mobile market in the early days of the programme.
Whereas the instant successof mobile marketing received a warm welcome from promoters and patrons
alike, others were openly critical of the project. Before
the mobile van had even served one person, the $cheme
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
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The Star,22.6.1944.
Rand Daily Mail, 22.6.1944.
johannesburg'smobile market, op. cit.
Rand Daily Mail,. 23.6.1944.
Ibid.; seealso The Star, 24.6.1944,26.6.1944 and 27.6.1944.
The Star,27.6.1944.
The Star, 22.6.1944; Rand Daily Mail, 23.6.1944.

was reported to have "caused a flutter in the dovecotes of
private enterprise, which sees in it a threat to its livelihood".29 From the start, the City Council had indeed
been obliged to defend its proposal along the lines that it
was not its intention to eliminate private enterprise.
Rather, mobile marketing was being introduced to fill a
need and to set a fair price which would curb the exploitation of temporary shortages by private entrepreneurs. This defence was to be reiterated on several
occasions. 30
Scarcely three weeks after mobile marketing was
launched, a letter to the press pointed out that municipal
trading adversely affected 'hundreds' of fruit shops and
Indian and White hawkers.3! A survey reported in October 1945 showed that in Johannesburg there were 414
hawkers and pedlars, 27 Portuguese market garden
shops, and 1 337 shops trading in fruit and vegetables.32
Fruit and vegetable hawkers apparently did not initiate
any formal protest about the introduction of mobile markets. A member of the South African Fresh Produce
Dealers' Association, however, did confront the City
Council with charges of illegal and unfair competition.33
Issued after two months of municipal hawking, the
charges rested on, znter alia, a claim that the practice
would bind the Council to enduring deficits. On the basis
of the first month's trading loss of £131, excluding wage
payments allegedly charged to other municipal departments, it was estimated that the City Council would lose
some £8 000 in the first year. Further, it was alleged that
mobile marketing involved a breach of the municipal bylaws applicable to hawking. Whereas the by-laws required hawkers to move at least every twenty minutes,
the mobile market stopped at some places for up to two
hours. Finally, it was protested that the City Council
simply had no licence to trade.34
This challenge to the legitimacy of municipal mobile marketing was effectively rebuffed by the introduction in September 1944 of a State Emergency Regulation
entitling any town council to trade.35 Legal proceedings
in defence of municipal hawking cost the City Council
about £400, a sum which, on application, the Minister of
Agriculture refused to pay. 36As if to underline its claims
still further, the City Council put a second mobile market
van on the road in September,37 some two months later
than initially planned. The pattern of delayed vehicle introduction recurred throughout the mobile market programme.
Adverse reaction to municipal mobile markets was
not stifled by merely declaring them legal, for it was still
possible to object to their unfair commercial advantage.
For example, at the stage when rationed potatoes became
the primary drawcard of the mobile markets, it was
charged that the Council had seized potatoes from
private traders and refused them to hawkers. 38This claim
was made notwithstanding an earlier denial that the City
Council made any attempt to side-track supplies which
might be difficult to secure in the open market.39 The objection was not settled easily and surfaced again in a
statement made by the Johannesburg Chamber of Commerce which drew attention to a special arrangement between the City Council and the State regarding potato
sales.340
The statement by the Johannesburg Chamber of
Commerce amounted to a thinly-disguised attack on municipal trading and came at a time when the euphoria of
the first weeks of municipal hawking had abated. Patron-

age had also eased somewhat, not least because of the
patrons' dislike for queueing. In addition there occurred
shrewd marketing practices by some suburban retailers:
"many dealers have reduced their prices to those of the
mobile market, or even lower, on the day it operates in
their area".41
Included in the Chamber of Commerce's 'statement' of November 1944, was the observation that prices
at mobile markets were no longer lower than in shops.'This
was endorsed by another report which revealed that
the original markup of between 25% and 30% had increased to 60% within two months of trading.42 It was
also asserted that in fruit and vegetable selling which
"economic experience has demonstrated to be particularly suitable for small scale traders",43 it was a safe assumption that costs per unit turnover were higher for the
municipality than for private traders. It was suggested
that absence. of the profit motive in municipal trading
meant that there was no incentive to minirnise costs.
Moreover, the Chamber claimed that it was "not difficult
for a mu.nicipality to charge prices somewhat lower than
those charged by the private trader, for the municipality
has the power to debit some of the costs incurred to
public funds ...".44 Finafly, the Chamber argued that the
service of the municipal markets was limited by virtue of
their not dealing in all commodities which were scarce
(e.g. meat), that they were immune to hawker regulations
and that they enjoyed the benefit of free press 'advertising'.4s Indeed, by the end of 1944 more than 2 000
lines of single column news reporting had been devoted to
local, coverage of the proposal and implementation of
municipal mobile marketing.
In their first six months of operation mobile markets made a considerable impact on fruit and vegetable
selling in Johannesburg. The value of fresh produce
which had been purchased for sale in the mobile markets
was over £13 000, and sales totalled nearly £16000;46
early trading losseshad been reversed. Over 100 000 people had been served,47the monthly total being highest at
the peak of the potato shortage in October when 31 000
patrons were served.48Potato availability was indeed key
to the successof the mobile markets: a report in February
1945 pointed out that "when potato supplies returned to
normal, the patronage of mobile markets dropped to
34% in one month".49
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Patronage of the mobile markets persisted at a high
level in the second half of the financial year 1944/1945. A
third van was pressed into service in March 1945, some
nine months after it was first announced that a'third-aud
fc;>urth vehicle would be quickly converted and
equipped. 50The third van's first itinerary took it through

to, those operated by the City Coul)cil. This practice was
apt to be confusing for patrons of municipal vans, and
the City Council was sometimes wrongly criticised for selling'items only on condition that others were purchased as.
well, a practice which the Johannesburg Chamber of
Commerce nonetheless asked the Price Controller to in.
the middle income 'suburbs of Parktown North,
vestigate.56 Moreover, there were (reportedly) mi~directParkhurst, and Parkwood (Fig. 1);51ratepayers in higher
ed complaints of high prices, inferior produce, and indif.
income areas had demanded that their suburbs in addift;rent service on the municipal vans.57 The generally
tion to lower income areas of the city should be served
changed ciTcumstances at the \turn of the decade were
from municipal markets. 52 At the close of the financial
summarised as follows by Johannesburg's Market Master:
year in 1945, the mobile markets had served over 172 000
"The time has now passed when housewives and their servants que,ued up for the arrival of the mobile markets people, incurring a net loss of some £960 (Table 2). The
operating loss led to an objection (which was defeated) by
the mobile markets now have to look for customers in
a handful Qf City Councillors to the mobilisation of a
keen competition with shopkeepers, market gardeners,
fourth van. Pointing to the cumulative loss in excess of£1
and hawkers, and it is only by improving efficiency and
000 by f!..ugust 1945, introduction of another van wasjudgedconstant supervision that the service continues to operate.
"an absurd wastage of public money".53 Mobile
It ~ felt that the mobile markets are playing their part in
marketing continued despite the dim financial record. By
keeping down the cost of living as they are still regarded
contrast the Johannesburg City Council closed its fixed
as a barometer for retail prices of fruit and vegetables. It
central city retail market which in seven months of
is apparent, however, that many housewives still prefer to
trading, beginning in September 1944, accumulated a
have their fruit and vegetables delivered to them and to
net loss of nearly £1 500.5.
pay their accounts monthly irrespective of the prices
charged.. ."58The useful role of the mobile markets as an
TABLE 2
ipdex of fair selling prices was cited lreqliently. For exMARKETING
RECORD,
JOHANNESBURG
MOBtLE
ample, as early as February 1945 it was countered that "a
MARKETS,
1944/45 -1951/52*
price corrective for the retail trade... could be achieved
just as effectively and much more cheaply in another
way".59

0 Johannesburg City Council, Mayor's minute, 1951/52, p.171
OOTen months only

FROM SUCCESS TO COLLAPSE, 1945-1952
In the period 1945/1948 mobile marketing was financially self-supporting (Table 2) and talk of the death o.f the
scheme following the first year of loss subsided. There
were few press reports during these years; it seemed as if
municipal mobile marketing had come to be taken for
granted, a permanent element in local retailing. In a sudden reversal of fortune, however, a net trading loss occurred in 1948/1949, when patronage reached an all
time peak of over 340 000. From 1949 onwards, patronage declined precipitously and this was accompanied by
unprecedented financial losses in 1950/1951 and
1951/1952. In this last periO9 the number of customers
served by mobile markets was fewer than the number served during the first year of operations (Table 2).
The mobile markets were faced with increasingly
difficult trading conditions towards the end of the 1940s.
High costs were incurred in maintaining an ageing fleet
of vehicles. In addition there was considerable competition from private traders; in Johannesburg it was estimated in 1947 that there were 3 000 hawkers alone.5s Competition with the mobile markets had spawned imitative
private hawking in areas covered by, and in vans identical
30

The net financial loss in 1950/1951 was more than
£1 700. Unlike the previous financial year in which there
had be~n four months of loss and eight of profit, in
1950/1951 there were ten months of loss. During that
year there were seven vans in operation, attended by a
staff of eight drivers, seventeen Black and fifteen White
assistants.60The large deficit would have been sufficient
to drive the mobile markets from the streets had it not
been for some hope of a revival. Interested in such a
revival the Housewives League pleaded for a year's grace
before reconsidering closure, and called on the City
Council to equip the mobile markets with more adequate
supplies and to operate the vans more punctually.61 In
addition the Market Master attempted to trim the wage
bill and the high operating costs. In March 1951 economy
measures reduced the staff complement to seven drivers,
twelve Black and nine White assistants, and reduced the
number of vans from seven to six.62
Resuscitation of the mobile markets failed, and a
record massive deficit loomed in 1951/1952. Finally, in
March 1952 the decision was taken to discontinue mobile
municipal marketing. Heavy financial losses were given
as the prime reason. These were attributed to high and
rising operating costs, to more plentiful supplies of fruit
50.
The Star, 28.6.1944.
51.
Rand Daily Mail, 16.3.1945.
52.
j.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1950/51, p.164.
53.
RandDailyMail,29.8.1945.
54.55. j.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1952/53, p.178.
Libertas 7(2), 1947, p.5.
jOHANNESBURG
CHAMBEROF COMMERCE,Commercial yearbook,
1949/50, p.25.
57.
The Star, 29.1.1949.
58.59.60.61.
j.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1949/50, p.184.
The Cape Times, 15.2.1945.
j.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1950/51, p.163.
The Star, 29.8.1951.
62.
j.C.C., Mayor's minute, 1950/51, p.163.
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CONCLUSION
The bold ,experiment of municipal mobile marketing in
Johannesburg was unique in South Africa when it began
in 1944. Municipal hawking as practised in Johannesburg
had few, if any, parallels elsewhere. In the course of eight
years of operations, the mobile IIiarkets served upwards of
1 740 000 customers and turned over more than
£469 000 of produce. Introduced so as to make scarce
fruit and vegetable supplies more available and accessible
to the city's poor Whites, the mobile markets had a
chequered history. Patronage rose steadily for five years,
then declined sharply. Financial performance oscillated,
being best when produce (especially potatoes) was particularly scarce. Opinions on the desirability of municipal
hawking were sharply divided: users and officials were
ranged against shopkeepers and private hawkers and
their representative organisations. It was ultimately the
City Council's insistence that mobile marketing be financially self-supporting and not a social-benefit programme
that put an end to the project. As one of the several attempts to counter the high prices of food, the mobile
markets were survived by the state-subsidised food distribution scheme managed by Johannesburg's Social
Welfare Department. The six mobile markets in Johannesburg made their last ttips on April 30, 1952.67 U
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In 1965 Hans Fransen and Mary Alexander Cook's pioneering attempt
to compile a full survey of early Cape architecture was published as The
old houses of the Cape. This book went out of print many years ago, but
it was systematically revised and augmented by the original authors and
a new edition, now entitled The old buildings of the Cape, was published in 1980.
As the subtitles suggest. the latest edition has a much wider scope
than the first, being a survey ami description of old bu\Jdings in the
Western Province over an area of about 230 000 square kilometres; this
extends from Cape Town to Calvinia in the north and to Graaff-Reinet,
Colesberg. and Uitenhage in the east. The 18th and 19th century
buildings dealt with in this publication are mostly in the Cape Dutch,
Cape Regency. Georgian, and Victorian Styles.
The introductory chapter deals with general subjects, such as the
Cape Dutch ground-plan and the origin and development of the Cap..
gable; there is a most informative Glossary of eleven pages; and 32
chapters are devoted to an inventory of monuments, each chapter dealing with a specific area, e.g. Cape Town City, Paarl, Paarl District,
Oudtshoorn. and Graaff-Reinet.
The monuments are divided into three categories, indicated as
such in the text: major monuments, of which there are some 200,
monuments (I 000). and minor monuments (2000). Not all the buildings in the inventory still exist, but have been included to prevent often
interl:sting information from falling into oblivion and to indicate the
rate of destruction of old buildings.
The authors set themselves the goal of giving an architectural
description of each building: its type, style, kind of'ground.plan.
outstanding architectural features, etc. These descriptions are augmented
with at least 80 photographs. Major monuments such as Government
House (Tuynhuis), have understandably been described in more detail
than minor monuments such as 186 Buitekant Street.
Regional maps and town plans add to the usefulness of the publication to those who want to use it as a guide-book on a hunt for monuments.
The buildings are not listed in alphabetical order: in each chapter and sub-section public buildings are dealt with first; these are followed by private buildings arranged street-wise and according to street
numbers. The somewhat exhaustive Index on architectural objects.
streets, squares, towns, etc. is a valuable aid to those looking for
something specific. The Bibliography, however, does not reflect all the
sources consulted by the authors, as no unpublished records are listed.
Everybody interested in our South African heritage will derive as
much pleasure from this beautiful publication as the serious researcher
will gain information.

A.G. OBERHOLSTER
Human SciencesResearchCouncil

P.]. NJI-:NABtRen C.].P. 1.1-:ROlIX. VrystaatJokus. (Met foto's deur
Etienne Botha). Cum-Boeke: Roodepoort. 1982.97 pp. R17.95
(eksklusief). ISBN 086984216 I.
In vergelyking met die meeste ander Jande het Suid-Afrika 'n betreklike
jong geskiedenis, Tog is dit 'n verlede ryk aan gebeurtenisse en heldeclade -drie eeue waarin manne en vroue deur volharding en moed vir
hulle 'n bestaan aan hierdie SuiderJand ontworstel en die gebied oopgestel het. Die materiele nalatenskap van die pioniers is uiteraard beperk en yJ.verspreid, terwyl dit wat behoue gebly het, meestal besig is
om te verword of te verweer en in die vergetelheid te verdwyn, Op die
nageslag van hierdie baanbrekers rus derhalwe 'n dure plig om hul
erfenis te bewaar en in gedagtenis te hou.
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