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				Down Fingo Village memory lane through art-based activities: Centring African women's group areas act experiences and family property management

				ABSTRACT 

				This article focuses on the property management practices of African Fingo Village women during and after the Group Areas Act (GAA) period (1950-1991), thereby documenting their stories. It first contextualises the historical significance of the 1855 British land practices that granted amaMfengu men the privilege to purchase freehold plots in the urban area of Fingo Village. This unique suburb developed landholding practices that incorporated both Western land titles and traditional African family property ownership. However, the GAA of 1950 changed the fate of African urban freeholders by creating racial zoning policies that disqualified African people from owning freehold urban properties. Using a drama-inspired, oral history methodology, the paper sheds light on the memories of Fingo Village women freeholders and on how they navigated the GAA-imposed restrictions. The discussions revealed the historical and legal knowledge of Fingo Village women regarding various forms of proof of family property ownership that were in operation during the GAA era and beyond. The findings also brought to the fore conversations about the secrecy surrounding Fingo Village title deeds and the role of African women in these processes. The article offers possible reasons why some Fingo Village women used the untitled African tenure approach to protect their property against threatened eviction, and why others seek to rekindle Western land title law in the post-GAA era. The article contributes to the growing literature on African women’s urban land participation and the interdisciplinary approaches that combine history and theatre as methods for enhancing oral history research.
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				INTRODUCTION: FINGO VILLAGE AS A UNIQUE PLACE

				Fingo Village is a suburb of Makhanda in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa. Although referred to as a village, its proximity to the city centre makes it more accurately an urban area.1 The suburb was originally a fully multicultural and multiracial community consisting of African, coloured, Indian, whites, and Chinese residents.2 It was also one of the first places in South Africa where, during British colonisation, colonial authorities offered Africans freehold tenure rights. 

				During British rule (1806-1910) in the Cape Colony, Fingo Village emerged as an urban residential area meant for the amaMfengu.3 During the 1819 final battle for the Zuurveld territory between the amaXhosa and British troops stationed in Grahamstown (now Makhanda), the amaMfengu migrated from various parts of Natal to the eastern Cape Province and joined the British when they settled in Grahamstown.4 The amaXhosa ultimately lost the land to the British.5 The British victory led to the arrival of 4 000 British settlers in this newly acquired British territory in 1820.6 All land conquered in this battle was controlled by the British monarchy and followed the royal grant system.7 The British government adopted the freehold title system as the preferred option. A freehold title deed was a document that provided legal and individual ownership of the “land and any structure built upon it”, thus granting private property status.8 

				Initially, Fingo village consisted mainly of such freehold land ownership. Lieutenant-Governor George Cathcart drafted a plan in 1843 to grant the 

				
					
						1	RA Kingwill, “Lost in translation: family title in Fingo”, Acta Juridica 1 (1), 2011, p. 214. 

					
					
						2	l Menato et al., “Eastern Cape resettlement: Black pawns in a white game,” Inquiry 2, 1979, p. 5.

					
					
						3	RA Kingwill, The map is not the territory: law and custom in ‘African freehold’: a South African case study (PhD, University of the Western Cape, 2013), p. 96. MR Vos’s full name is unknown; all sources refer to him as MC Vos.

					
					
						4	The place is named after Colonel John Graham, a British commanding officer appointed to expel African people from the Fish River land in 1812. JC Wells, The Return of Makhanda: Exploring the Legend (Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2012), p. 92.

					
					
						5	Wells, The return of Makhanda, p. 155.

					
					
						6	A Lester, “Reformulating identities: British settlers in early nineteenth-century South Africa”, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 23 (4), 1998, p. 517. 

					
					
						7	A royal grant was an agreement between a royal member of the family, like a king or queen, who had the power and authority to a servant, such as the governor of Cape Colony, to act on behalf of the British monarch when in a colony. As such, sir Goerge Grey issues a freehold title deed on behalf of Her Majesty Victoria as the governor of the Cape Colony. E O’Meara, Grahamstown reflected (Grahamstown: Albany Museum)

					
					
						8	Private property status means you own the land as a non-governmental entity. Cape Times, 8 Feb. 1923. In TRH Davenport and KS Hunt (ed.), The right to the land, (Cape Town: David Philip, 1974), p. v. 
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				amaMfengu living in Grahamstown formal land rights for fighting alongside the British in 1819.9 These formal rights were implemented in 1848, when the municipal commissioner divided the areas in Grahamstown, specifically Fingo Village and added more African areas called the Old Municipal and Tantyi locations. Sir George Grey commissioned the creation of African land titles in 1855 through purchase for £1 per individual plot or land rental with an annual payment.10 Fingo Village had 320 freehold title deeds issued to male African owners in 1855.11 During this time, land acquisition was closely tied to traditional gender roles; as a result, there is no mention of African women as legal urban landowners. The freehold title deeds gave African landowners individual property ownership and private property status. Issuing freehold title deeds was part of Grey’s strategy to deplete local chiefs of their power and authority over the land and the people.12 By doing so, Grey altered land tenure from communal to individual, thereby changing how local people accessed land in Grahamstown indefinitely. 

				Accordingly, Sir Grey’s original 1855 Fingo Village freehold properties were situated between six parallel streets: Russell Road, Mission Road, Orsmond Terrace, Victoria Street, Raglan Road (now Dr Jacob Zuma Drive), Wood Street, Godlonton Road, and Powell Street.13 These streets were home to mixed-race families. Later, in 1860, an additional 194 leasehold plots were added to the Old Municipal Location, extending the boundaries of Fingo Village, which was occupied mainly by African residents.14 A leasehold status is a rent agreement that recognises the individual’s legal authority over their property, but not ownership of the land on which the property stands.15 The 194 leasehold plots in the Old Municipal location had different street names: A Street, B Street, C Street, and H Street.16 The land belonged to the state or to the council/municipality, and they held legal ownership. Based on this understanding, the leasehold agreements typically involved a temporary occupation of land for a specified period, usually corresponding to a land 

				
					
						9	M Roux and M St. Leger, Grahamstown: Fingo Village (Johannesburg: Institute of Race Relations, 1971), p. 3.

					
					
						10	S Trapido, “African divisional politics in the Cape Colony, 1884 to 1910”, The Journal of African History 9 (1), 1968, p. 80.

					
					
						11	Cory Library (Rhodes University, Grahamstown), C Manona, The history of black Grahamstown, Doc. 10120, (paper), 1988, p. 2. 

					
					
						12	Kingwill, The map is not the territory, p. 107.

					
					
						13	PM Irvine et al., “Navigating community and place through colloquial street names in Fingo Village, Makhanda (Grahamstown)”, Urban Forum 32 (3), 2021, p. 9.

					
					
						14	Manona, “Black Grahamstown”, p. 2.

					
					
						15	Davenport and Hunt, “The right”, p. v.

					
					
						16	Irvine et al., “Navigating community”, p. 8.
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				rental period of 50 to 99 years.17 A 99-year term was the longest possible term for real estate. After that, owners had to renew the lease. In Fingo Village and other Grahamstown townships, the leasehold status was valid for 99 years. 

				However, urban property allocation to Africans became an increasingly contested issue in the twentieth century. One of the most devastating acts that affected urban property acquisition was the Native [Urban Areas] Act 21 of 1923, which formally denied Africans the right to own land in urban areas.18 The act supported the “institutionalisation of racial classification”, prompting municipalities in Cato Manor, Durban; District Six, Cape Town; and Sophiatown, Johannesburg, to create racial zoning subgroups.19 Various, “Provisional Municipal Associations and the Native Affairs Commission rejected African freeholders’ rights in villages and locations in urban areas” because permanent occupation of urban areas was reserved for white people only.20 Under this law, many Africans lost the right to buy urban freehold properties. The reason was that “the segregationist leaders feared that if Africans were allowed to own land, they could bequeath it, allowing future generations to settle in the urban areas”.21 Moreover, the Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 further denied African women access to urban property purchases.22 This act, along with other exclusionary measures such as the Natives (Abolition of Passes and Coordination of Documents) Act of 1952, monitored African women’s urban mobility and access to property ownership.23 These oppressive and gendered policies significantly limited African women’s socio-economic and political advancement. 

				Fingo Village’s African men and coloured men’s freehold title-deed status was not subject to review during the implementation of the Native Urban Act of 1923, as they were protected by the Royal Title Deeds Grant. The protection stemmed from the original grant titles issued by Sir Grey under the British administration, which gave Fingo Village men equal land rights as their white counterparts. However, this freehold purchase privilege for African men did not last long, as they lost their voting rights in 1936 after Afrikaner 

				
					
						17	Property24, “06 July 2006: Leasehold could replace ownership”, <https://www.property24.com/articles/leasehold-could-replace-ownership/3588>, accessed 30 March 2019.

					
					
						18	Davenport and Hunt, “The right”, p. 75.

					
					
						19	C Beyers, “Reconciling competing claims to justice in urban South Africa: Cato Manor and District Six”, Journal of Contemporary African Studies 3 (2), 2016, p. 205. 

					
					
						20	S Parnell. “Negotiating segregation: Pre-parliamentary debate over the natives (urban areas) act of 1923”, African Studies 57 (2), 1998, p. 154.

					
					
						21	Parnell, “Negotiating segregation”, p. 154.

					
					
						22	PC Hellemann, “The legal and social context of urban movement, housing, and coping mechanisms through inheritance practices amongst women from Phokeng, Gugulethu, and Fingo Village.” South African Historical Journal 76 (3), 2024, p. 2.

					
					
						23	Hellemann, “The legal and social context”, p. 2.
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				politicians challenged the integrated voting system between Africans and British liberals that had granted African men freehold status.24 Fingo men were among the few males who enjoyed this right and protection for over 100 years under British voting benefits.25 

				Despite the increased disenfranchisement of Africans throughout much of the twentieth century, Fingo Village was a distinctive place where African communal tenure and individual land ownership through title deed registration co-existed.26 The first time African and coloured Fingo Village freehold title deed holders faced threatened eviction was in 1941, and again in 1947, when the wealthy whites sought more business land on the city’s edge, where Africans resided.27 According to Lodge, the government’s obsession with controlling labour supply and black urban migrations in the 1930s and 1940s played a significant role in different considerations to relocate black urban dwellers.28 Hence, the Fingo Village properties on the outskirts of town were “prime property for future commercial and white residential areas”.29 

				African and coloured people faced possible dispossession and displacement at the hands of zealous business owners during these years. However, various groups of Fingo residents and British settler descendants formed a Joint Council that sought to rebut these attempts by recognising the validity of the original title deeds. It was the first time the Joint Council defended the rights of African freehold tenure.30 Arguably, this moment set the tone for addressing the Group Areas Act (GAA) impositions in the 1950s, thereby highlighting the historical significance of the title deeds acquired in 1855. There is no information on whether African women played a formal or informal role during the pre-GAA era, particularly in relation to the first and second threatened evictions. 

				The NP introduced the GAA of 1950 as a racial zoning policy upon assuming power in 1948. The GAA accelerated the NP’s racial segregation agenda by encouraging municipalities to implement forced removals of African and coloured freeholders in places such as Sophiatown, Cator Manor, and District Six, which shared many similarities as socially and racially mixed communities. Even though landowners in these areas were legally entitled to own those properties, their title deed status did not protect them from GAA 

				
					
						24	Trapido, “African divisional politics”, p. 110.

					
					
						25	Roux and St. Ledger, “Fingo Village”, p. 4.

					
					
						26	Kingwill, The map is not the territory, p. 152.

					
					
						27	TRH Davenport, Black Grahamstown, the agony of a community (Johannesburg: The Institute of Race Relations, 1980), p. 24.

					
					
						28	Lodge, “The destruction of Sophiatown”, p. 116.

					
					
						29	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 24.

					
					
						30	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 24.
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				evictions, despite various protests against such forced removals. Providing a detailed discussion of how District Six, Cato Manor and Sophiatown were impacted by the GAA is beyond the scope of this paper, as the focus lies on Fingo Village. 

				Fingo Village presents a unique case regarding GAA implementations because when the NP took over in 1948, some British land laws and policies were still in place. Up until this point, the suburb had remained a mixed-race area, and still afforded Africans urban land rights privileges. As such, Fingo Village grant titles issued by Sir Gery were still revered under British land policies, but the NP was determined to abolish the British law that upheld the rights of African freeholders.31 The freeholder status assured the amaMfengu in Grahamstown tenure security during forced removals, despite the union government’s earlier attempts to remove this status in 1941 and 1947, as noted earlier. However, more eviction threats followed in 1955, 1957, 1969, 1970, and 1980 during the GAA era. Given the uniqueness of the suburb as a multiple landholding system, it is imperative to explore the roles various systems played during the GAA-imposition period, both the legal and customary, and how families protected their properties during that time and beyond. 

				In this article, I explore how Grahamstonians utilised eighteenth-century British laws to help protect the Fingo people’s land rights from the GAA of 1950 and subsequent years. I also examine whether the stories of African women were included in this period of GAA urban history. Accordingly, the twentieth century was a time when the everyday stories and experiences of African women remained underrepresented and undocumented, except in writings devoted to political struggle and resistance or focused on the stories of royal women. According to Belinda Bozzoli, there has been very little documentation of how oppressed women transcended institutions such as marriage, land/property acquisition, the workplace, and culture.32 These institutions often restricted African women’s participation as contributing members of society. However, the limited documentation of resistance to these systems is either fragmented or incomplete, as in the case of Fingo Village. Furthermore, I reflect on how the applied theatre-inspired intervention served as a tool for historical memory and resistance, yielding important insights into how the Fingo Village women utilised informal property transfer practices, such as family succession or the election of a custodian to manage the family properties they inherited. Moreover, I discuss how, even though 

				
					
						31	J Blumenfeld and M Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village: from poverty to paradise?”, Reality 4 (3), 1972, p. 15.

					
					
						32	Bozzoli and Nkotsoe, Women of Phokeng, p. 1. 
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				title deeds were always associated with men, Fingo Village women later began adopting formal registration of their family properties, thus entering the registries for the first time after 1994. Accordingly, the paper centres on Fingo Village women’s experiences and the informal and formal ways they pursued to protect themselves against threats of eviction during and after the GAA era. In its right, the paper serves as a documentation strategy that makes the Fingo women’s stories visible and known. Within this context, I also examine how Fingo Village’s freehold male property owners navigated the GAA era, thereby highlighting a gap in the omission of African women’s experiences of family property management during this period. I also provide a chronological account of the GAA’s successes and challenges in Grahamstown from 1955 to 1980. 

				CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK: GAA RESISTANCE AND TRIUMPHS IN FINGO VILLAGE 

				As discussed earlier, the pre-GAA era eviction threats were followed by the 1955 GAA-era threats, when the NP amended the GAA to include areas such as Fingo Village, where African people held freehold titles. The amendments were intended to further ensure that existing black citizens were not allowed to live in racially zoned areas and did not hold or remove freehold title deeds from urban areas by recalling their urban land titles.33 In Grahamstown, the Group Areas Board, situated in Port Elizabeth and an arm of the national government mandate, became the authority that sought to strip African freeholders of their tenure security.34

				From 1950 until 1980, various accounts of the Group Areas Board’s many attempts to enforce racial zoning and to disqualify African freehold title deed holders in Fingo Village came to the forefront. Local opposition to moving African and coloured residents was often intense. The board employed other tactics to move coloured people and white people out of the suburb. However, the unity amongst the Grahamstown and Fingo Village residents derailed the GAA’s proper implementation. The implementation of the GAA in Grahamstown was done in utter chaos and confusion over a thirty-five-year period.35 It was hard to keep track of the ever-changing amendments 

				
					
						33	Barry Higgs was an American journalist, reporter, and writer who often wrote articles for the Sechaba newspaper, considered the organ of the African National Congress in South Africa during the 1970s. B Higgs, The Group Areas Act and its effects (New York: United Nations, Dept. of Political and Security Council Affairs, Unit on Apartheid, 1971), p. 1.

					
					
						34	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 17.

					
					
						35	Blumenfeld and Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village”, p. 15.
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				from the original 1957 GAA Act, which was subsequently amended several times, from Act 65 of 1952 to Act 68 of 1955, then to Act 29 of 1956, and Act 57 of 1957.36 In 1957, the board presented numerous proposals for Fingo Village, based on the new GAA amendments. 

				The Group Areas Board first suggested the resurrection of a light industrial area in Fingo Village, which would demolish a few houses and the Katherine Webb TB hospital on A Street in Fingo Village.37 The government specifically targeted and pressured coloured people to move out of Fingo Village.38 One of the most influential and memorable meetings took place on 22 May 1957, when over 350 people of all races attended to express their dissatisfaction with the new plans.39 Coloured, white, and African Grahamstonians opposed the proposed new spatial arrangements in Fingo Village. Those attending the public meeting on 22 May 1957 reached a unanimous decision when “one hundred signatures were presented to the Group Areas Board by the Grahamstown City Council in Port Elizabeth”. 40 It is unclear whether African women were represented among the noted signatures. Accordingly, the houses and the hospital that were earmarked for destruction were never demolished.

				Despite the successful campaign to stop the forced rezoning and destruction of homes, a few coloured people willingly moved out of the suburb in the early 1950s, and a few more followed in 1959, settling in a coloured township called Ghost Town in Grahamstown.41 These relocations affected the coloured community immensely as they lost the homes they had known for decades. This initial move gave the Group Areas Board more confidence to pursue forceful attempts to relocate more coloured people from Fingo Village. However, they soon realised this was not the best approach as the coloured township ran out of plot spaces. Thus, the government refocused its energy on declaring Fingo Village a coloured area instead of it being an African neighbourhood because of the “shortage of living space in the coloured area”. 42The apartheid government’s efforts to implement forced 

				
					
						36	US Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering: a decade of the Group Areas Act (1950–1960)”, South African Historical Journal 28 (1), 1993, p. 178. 

					
					
						37	The hospital was renamed to Temba TB Hospital. Katherine Webb was a hospital, but also a landmark marked by the apartheid government to divide Grahamstown into white and black areas. It is not clear when the hospital’s name was changed to Temba Hospital; however, the hospital closed down in 2023 due to a lack of government funding 

					
					
						38	JC Wells, Remembering Fingo Village: Forced to be coloured by the Group Areas Act (Makhanda: Rhodes University, 2019), p. 26.

					
					
						39	Blumenfeld and Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village”, p. 15.

					
					
						40	Roux and St. Ledger, “Fingo Village”, pp. 4-5.

					
					
						41	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 26.

					
					
						42	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 22.
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				removals continued. In the early 1960s, the Group Areas Board focused on moving white people away from Fingo Village.43 Before the voluntary move, there were plans to make some parts of the railway area and Raglan Road a place for either white or Indian people, but the project never materialised. In 1969, four years after the second GAA attempt, African Fingo Village residents faced another eviction scare when the Bantu Affairs Department and Group Areas Board wanted to move 36 000 African Fingo residents and freeholders from Grahamstown to Committees Drift and Glenmore, on the Fish River’s east bank, 45 km from Grahamstown”. 44 Like before, African freeholders in Fingo Village were unprepared to part with their homes. As a form of resistance, “many residents still renovated their housing while under the threat of removal.”45 

				While the Group Areas Board deliberated on the Glenmore plan, the board made another change, which required all African people to be removed from the suburbs to make way for coloured, and this time, Indian residents.46 The Group Areas Board had the authority to sell African people’s properties in Fingo because the board considered them disqualified under the GAA’s conditions. Often, “once an area was proclaimed for one group, all individuals belonging to any other group became ‘disqualified persons’.”47 On paper, a disqualified person under GAA referred to someone who owned property and resided in an area not assigned to their designated racial group.48 However, Fingo Village residents did not adhere to these classifications and continued to live “normal lives”.49

				Initially, the government asked the disqualified persons to move voluntarily,50 But the residents refused to move. Consequently, the government employed a more forceful approach. Under Piet Koornhof, then Minister of Cooperation and Development and Deputy Minister of Bantu Administration, the Group Areas Board operation again tried to force African title deed holders to make way for the coloured and Indian communities. 51 This was intended to expedite the move to Glenmore, but the community did not engage in any movement for another ten years. The other reason is that by 1978, it had 

				
					
						43	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 26.

					
					
						44	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 16.

					
					
						45	Menato et al., “Eastern Cape resettlement”, p. 6.

					
					
						46	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 26.

					
					
						47	Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering”, p. 181.

					
					
						48	Higgs, “The Group Areas Act”, p. 2.

					
					
						49	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 20.

					
					
						50	Blumenfeld and Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village”, p. 16.

					
					
						51	Blumenfeld and Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village”, p. 16.
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				become clear that the move would cost the government R26 million over five years, thus making it financially undesirable to the apartheid government.52 

				In 1979, Minister Erasmus reported on the mismanagement of funds, thus stating that the fund dried up as three-quarters of the funds set aside for the Glenmore and Committee’s Drift move were mishandled in the first year.53 The remaining funds were insufficient to provide essential services to people in Glenmore; instead, they were allocated to services in Grahamstown.54 The board then pursued another tactic that anticipated Fingo Village as a new, upcoming industrial area in Grahamstown. Koornhof encouraged, “industrialists from surrounding Eastern Cape areas wishing to site their factories in Grahamstown to apply to the government for various concessions, although there is no guarantee that these will be granted”.55 Once again, the community rallied behind the Fingo residents to oppose this plan. 

				The Fingo freeholders recognised that the royal grant title of 1855 gave them the power to influence the board’s decision or stall it. At the time, the proof of ownership documents regarding “Fingo Village registers were, and still are, held in the Cape Town Deeds Registry” for recording and additional safekeeping.56 The system was trustworthy to some extent. The City Council had no choice but to allow the African freeholders to keep their property rights.57 The board’s decision gave African freeholders hope regarding the security of their title deeds. However, the relentless probing by the Group Areas Board meant that this information could be used against freeholders to pressure them into selling their properties. The ever-changing GAA announcements confused the Fingo Village community and added pressure to declare their properties to the government. Amidst the confusion, the Group Areas Board compiled a list of the properties in designated group areas.58 The board drew up the list with the intention of gaining control over those properties. It kept records of “properties owned and occupied by disqualified persons within that group area”.59 The board justified its crude actions as an administrative mission. However, it maintained that freeholders would retain ownership of their properties. 

				
					
						52	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 43.

					
					
						53	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, pp. 44-45.

					
					
						54	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 44. 

					
					
						55	Blumenfeld and Nuttall, “Grahamstown’s Fingo Village”, p. 17. 

					
					
						56	Kingwill, The map is not the territory, p. 301.

					
					
						57	Roux and St. Ledger, “Fingo Village”, p. 4.

					
					
						58	All the lists and contents compiled were shared with the registrar of deeds office. Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering”, pp. 196-197. 

					
					
						59	Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering”, p. 196.

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Hellemann / Down Fingo Village memory lane through art-based activities

				

				
					11

				

			

		

		
			
				It soon became apparent that the Group Areas Board was compiling a list to assess the properties and determine the lowest sale value, at which they later forced owners to sell. The declarations gave the board an avenue to abuse its power. As explained by Mesthrie, the board used the information to freeze the, “status quo regarding ownership and occupation in the large urban settlements in mixed neighbourhoods”, such as Fingo Village, Sophiatown, District Six, and Cato Manor.60 Owners realised that, “once a property appeared on this list, the Group Areas Board had the pre-emptive right over it”.61 forcing many disqualified owners to sell their properties. In Fingo Village, some property owners were therefore displaced. 62 Upon further investigation, Julie Wells’s “Remembering Fingo Village” project on the experiences of coloured people (men and women) with GAA identified the displaced property owners.63 The GAA mainly affected coloured people, who had to move to the coloured area called Vergenoeg, meaning ‘far enough’, after the Glenmore plan failed.64 Evidently, as noted by Wells, “what was a victory for one part of Fingo Village was a tragedy for the other”.65

				Among other implementation challenges, Minister of Cooperation and Development, Koornhof, had declared Fingo Village a coloured area but later changed it to being an African area in 1980.66 A notice in the newspaper stated that Koornhof decided to de-proclaim Fingo Village as a coloured area because, “Africans, after all, have had the land for more than 100 years”.67 He ruled that Africans with freehold title deeds in Fingo Village retain their rights.68 The government’s decision to surrender was a cover-up for the corruption unfolding across various departments tasked with implementing this plan. They considered it better to frame the de-proclamation as a moral consideration rather than publicly admit to failure and corruption. 

				Although various historians and researchers (Wells, Kingwill, and Davenport, to name a few) have studied Fingo Village, there is still much to discover about its survival during the GAA era. One notable gap in the 

				
					
						60	Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering”, p. 180.

					
					
						61	Mesthrie, “Tinkering and tampering”, p. 197.

					
					
						62	Menato et al., “Eastern Cape Resettlement”, p. 5.

					
					
						63	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 1.

					
					
						64	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 30. 

					
					
						65	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 30.

					
					
						66	Supposedly, Dr Koornhof made a decision because he saw it as a humanitarian and moral consideration for African’s and their legitimate right to land in Fingo Village. Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 45.

					
					
						67	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 45.

					
					
						68	South African History Online, “Grahamstown: Fingo village, coloureds and Indians”, https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/grahamstown-Fingo-village-coloureds-and-indians, accessed 28 April 2018. The condition was that the government could use the properties should they require public plots such as schools, churches and new street developments. 
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				historiography of Fingo Village is the role and experiences of women in land ownership and in fighting against forced removals. This article documents and explores the untold stories of property transfer and management practices employed by women during the GAA period, thus centring Fingo Village women in both formal and informal family property ownership and management. As argued by Belinda Bozzoli, African women’s stories of resistance and how they transcended institutions such as marriage, homes, the workplace, and culture are rare.69 These institutions often restricted African women’s participation as contributing members of society. However, the limited documentation that exists regarding resistance to these systems is either fragmented or incomplete. As shown in the literature explored above, there is a lack of information on women’s participation in informal family property management practices. As such, there is still a need to piece together the history of the fragmented Fingo Village title deeds and explore the roles of Fingo women in the management of these properties.

				The first goal is achieved by reflecting on various theatre activities that I used as an intervention strategy to include African women’s stories in the discussions on the lost title deeds of Fingo Village and the formal and informal roles they played in keeping family home ownership a secret from the apartheid government, which deterred them from evicting black residents with a freehold status. Here, my research — in combination with literature by Wells, Kingwill, and Davenport — the current Fingo residents’ reflections on how they managed to keep their family homes during the GAA, make an additional contribution to existing literature. I also draw on aspects of cultural practices that helped keep women’s property ownership secret during the GAA era. Cultural groupings have employed customary practices to govern relations in marriage, land use, and inheritance, among other social interactions. As Ben Cousins explained, customary practices were, “handed down relatively unchanged from the past”.70 These practices unify power relations among themselves and with other groups within their territory. Fingo Village present a unique case whereby customary family property transfer practices were passed down through generations, thus contributing to unifying cultural practices that protected urban land owned by Africans from colonial and apartheid land dispossession. 

				
					
						69	Bozzoli and M Nkotsoe, Women of Phokeng: Consciousness Life Strategy and Migrancy in South Africa, 1900-1983 (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1991), p. 1. 

					
					
						70	B Cousins, “The living customary law of the land in Msinga, KwaZulu-Natal”. In: D Hornby, R Kingwill, L Royston and B Cousins (eds.), Untitled: securing land tenure in urban and rural South Africa (Pietermaritzburg: UKZN Press, 2017), p. 153.
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				Accordingly, cultural citizenship describes the encompassing nature of citizens who share a territory informally as a, “practice of empowerment rather than a domination strategy”.71 However, the practices are not rigid. On the contrary, families have often adjusted certain aspects of their practices in response to changing family structures.72 A good example of a positive and unifying cultural practice is custodian or communal land tenure, which Kingwill explored extensively in her research. I use that as a base to affirm Fingo Village women’s informal family property transfer practices. The second goal sheds light on Fingo women’s legal experiences, specifically their efforts to have their inherited family properties registered in their names after the GAA era and in post-1994 South Africa. Accordingly, this article examines cultural beliefs and knowledge systems that possess unique gender characteristics, which govern people’s social interactions and lives in Fingo Village.73 Hence, the article discusses how Fingo Village women used their cultural and legal knowledge to navigate family property transfer practices despite the gendered and racially exclusive land policies. 

				METHODOLOGY: PIECING TOGETHER FRAGMENTED FINGO VILLAGE TITLE DEEDS HISTORY 

				I conducted oral history interviews with seven African women, primary participants in Fingo Village, and turned their stories into a documentary film, Umzi ka mamaMama. The interlocutors’ names are Thobeka Ralo, Lizeka Geroge, Margaret Spencer, Grace Ngcethe, Dezo Planga, Ntombizodwa Donyeli and Noluthando Shelle. The film follows their journeys to access family property in Fingo Village, and premiered in Fingo Village Library on 17 September 2019, where secondary participants attended the viewing and theatre event. A secondary participant who stood out is Zukiswa Nkosinkulu-Mbane, whose knowledge of Fingo Village and personal family experience with the preservation of title deeds became crucial in affirming the untold Fingo Village title deeds transfer practices. 

				The write-up phase involved consulting Kingwill’s doctoral study, which established the complex nature of the communal African land systems operating in Fingo Village. Ben Cousins defines communal tenure or land 

				
					
						71	Cultural citizenship is a term coined by R Rosaldo, Culture & truth: The remaking of social analysis (Boston, USA: Beacon Press). 

					
					
						72	Cousins, “The living customary”, p. 153. 

					
					
						73	C Himonga and C Bosch, “The application of African customary law under the constitution of South Africa: Problems solved or just beginning,” South African Law Journal 117 (2), 2000, p. 310. https://heinonline.org/HOL/Print?collection=journals&handle=hein.journals/soaf117&id=317. 
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				rights as rights granted to people who share access to and ownership of the land or property.74 Kingwill termed it the “African freehold system”. In this system, all people, including women, have “access to land rights”, much like in the pre-colonial African environment.75 For her, the complexity lay in the differing core principles of communal African tenure, which embraced collective ownership and the occupation of property.

				Image 1:	The Fingo Village exhibition curated by Dr Ashley Westaway in 2012. Makana Municipality commissioned the exhibition to celebrate the 200th anniversary of the town of Grahamstown. The main exhibition is up in Fingo Village Library. A travelling version of the exhibition was used in the Umzi ka mama Day 2 event. 

				Photo by Author

				The second helpful resource was Ashley Westaway’s exhibition, shown in Image 1 above, housed at the Fingo Village library. The exhibition provided well-researched information (with images) on the general history of Fingo Village, with each banner addressing a specific site or event.76 The exhibition included reports on the GAA in Fingo Village but did not address the policy’s 

				
					
						74	B Cousins, “Characterising communal’ tenure: nested systems and flexible boundaries”, In: A Claassens and B Cousins(eds.), Land Power and custom: Controversies generated by South Africa’s communal Land Rights Act, (Cape Town: UCT Press, 2008), p. 109.

					
					
						75	Cousins, “Characterising ‘communal’ tenure”, p. 111. 

					
					
						76	The exhibition research was conducted by Gadra Matric School students under the leadership of Dr Westaway, a historian and manager of GADRA Matric School, to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the town of Grahamstown. A Westaway, “Fingo 

					
				

				
					[image: People are engaging with large informational posters and reading materials about the history and culture of the Pueblos at an indoor event.

Description generated by AI]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Hellemann / Down Fingo Village memory lane through art-based activities

				

				
					15

				

			

		

		
			
				impact on the people. Often, “already much-researched” sources can offer opportunities to retell and recall events, bringing a fresh perspective.77 As such, the interlocutors used the Fingo Village exhibition as a catalyst for more discussions, thus bringing their memories and stories about Fingo Village to the fore.

				I adopted images of people and prominent places in Fingo Village to implement an image-theatre-inspired activity in a fresh context. In a traditional image theatre setting, image work usually involves the use of non-verbalisation strategies. Here, performers and audience members use their bodies to create still, three-dimensional images or installations communicating a social issue or aspects of their lives.78 The still images produced become discussion tools that, “reveal subjects’ positions and power relationships, laying the foundation for the participants to analyse their experiences further”.79 Therefore, the technique I employed was not image theatre per se but rather an activity influenced by image theatre. Photographs serve as effective tools that encourage storytelling and enhance memory.80 Although the exhibition’s pictures and information are two-dimensional, they helped evoke memories and emotions of life in Fingo Village between 1970 and 1994. 

				As a memory activity, the exhibition facilitated the verbalisation of emotions and retelling of how the events connected to the participants’ memories and stories. As shown in Images 2 and 3, instead of representing a still body image to capture the feeling, the participants put a colourful post-it note next to an area that either sparked a memory or was new information to them. I paired one Fingo Village resident with a younger invited participant, as shown in Image 3. The pairs worked together to identify feelings arising from the information. They shared these in the reflection activity that followed the post-it note activity. The point of interpretation is not to present history as neutral but rather to, “find controversies, untold stories, find out feelings and thought”.81 

				
					
						Village: the heart of African Grahamstown”. Exhibition presented at the 200th anniversary of the town of Grahamstown, Grahamstown, South Africa, 4 May 2012. 

					
					
						77	G Cubbit, History and memory (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 99.

					
					
						78	A Boal, Games for actors and non-actors (New York: Routledge, 2005), p. xxii. 

					
					
						79	E Kaptani and N Yuval-Davis, “Participatory theatre as a research methodology: identity, performance and social action among refugees”, Sociological Research Online 13 (5), 2008, p. 6.

					
					
						80	A Freund and A Thomson, “Introduction: Oral history and photography.” In: A Freund and A Thomson (eds.), Oral history and photography (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2011), p. 2.

					
					
						81	F Tilden, Interpreting out heritage (North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), p. 9.
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				Image 2:	Rhodes University student participant placing post-it notes on the Fingo Village Exhibition displayed on the floor to indicate new knowledge. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni

				Image 3:	The Fingo Village residents working with a Rhodes University student in a memory sharing activity using the images and information from the Fingo Village Exhibition displayed on the floor. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni
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				Another drama-based activity that helped me gather more information about Fingo Village title deeds was the hot-seating activity. Hot seating is a rehearsal technique that encourages the audience to ask the actor questions ‘in character’ who then, “speaks of their reality […] from a safe distance.”82 This activity followed the forum theatre play, Kwa Nomatheba, created from the seven women interlocutors’ stories. The play was a live conversational performance staged in a kitchen/lounge space, as captured in Image 4 below. I used the kitchen/lounge space to invite the audience to interact with Nomathemba by breaking the fourth wall between the performer and the audience.83 Here, the hot-seating activity encouraged the audience to engage in an interview-like conversation with the character to understand the issues raised in the performance. Alternatively, they could step into her role and speak through her character, as shown in Image 4 below.84

				Image 4:	Author (facilitator) helping an audience member step into a role by wearing Nomathemba’s costume in the performance game activity. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni

				For analysis and validation, I utilise Wells’ 2019 Fingo Village booklet and Davenport’s 1980 book on Fingo Village as valuable secondary sources that aided in piecing together Fingo Village’s culture and practices through historical events. They provide a historical lens that contextualised my findings, thus affirming the interlocutors’ stories. Wells’ booklet originated 

				
					
						82	Kaptani and Yuval-Davis, “Participatory theatre”, p. 7.

					
					
						83	Boal, Games, p. 242.

					
					
						84	A Jackson, “Participatory forms of educational theatre”. In: S Schonmann (ed.), Key concepts in theatre/drama education (Netherland: Sense Publishers, 2011), p. 236.
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				from a project called “Remembering Fingo” by the Isikhumbuzo Applied History Unit of the History Department at Rhodes University.85 The project captures the story of the coloured people who lost their homes because of the GAA policies and the haphazard implementation, which classified them as coloured. Davenport’s 1980 book titled Black Grahamstown, the Agony of a Community, maps out the GAA in Fingo Village and identifies the stakeholders for or against the evictions of Fingo Village residents and title deed holders at the time.

				FINGO VILLAGE WOMEN’S MEMORIES: A CRITICAL LENS ON GAA AND PROOF OF PROPERTY OWNERSHIP 

				Image 5: Zukiswa Nkosinkulu-Mbane, shared her memories with a fellow participant by showing her a prominent landmark in Fingo Village, the tavern across the Fingo Library Road. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni

				Fingo Village women residents shared their experiences and memories of life in Fingo Village during the documentary screening event. This is where I met Zukiswa Nkosinkulu-Mbane. The conversation in Image 5 emerged from the image and memory activity, and here, Zukiswa shared how the tavern across from Fingo Library on Albert Street used to be a shop owned by a white 

				
					
						85	Wells, Remembering Fingo, p. 1.
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				gentleman in the 1970s and 1980s.86 The study used memory as a reflective lens to reveal some unknown aspects of how Fingo Village women handled proof of ownership during and after the GAA era. Her account revealed that Fingo Village residents still held memories of a time when their suburb was well-integrated and welcomed people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds. As mentioned before, Fingo Village was a multicultural and multiracial community.87 

				Image 6: Mama Margaret shows off the family property’s deed transfer, which carries her grandmother and sister’s names. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni

				Initially, the GAA only had three group classifications: white, African and coloured. .88 These groups could not live in the same area under the GAA. Such families faced the threat of eviction and separation as mixed-race families because the NP government wanted the multiracial community dissolved. Therefore, the government created separate racial zones to prevent further racial mixing, especially in urban areas like Fingo Village. This change added to the chaotic recordkeeping of Fingo title deeds, which 

				
					
						86	Zukiswa is a caretaker of the Fingo Library Hall, where the Umzi ka Mama theatre event and documentary screening took place. She gave valuable input that addressed issues not covered in the individual interviews with the primary participants. She consented to her name being noted in the thesis accordingly. Hellemann and Mthombeni “Umzi ka Mama methodology”, 07:04-07:36. 
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				was the weakest aspect of the 1855 property purchases because the British administration lost control over the regulations and documentation.89 The chaotic recordkeeping, “caused chaos in the actual transfer of titles over the years”.90 The amaMfengu during the twentieth century did not necessarily adhere to all western laws, especially regarding property transfers, because they simultaneously continued embracing Xhosa family property transfer practices. Image 6 below shows how people kept their records, as revealed by Mama Margaret. Mama Margaret’s great-grandmother was white and married to a Mfengu man. They resided on Raglan Road, owned property there, and they had two daughters who inherited the family property. According to her, the women in her family owned this property for years and kept the records themselves by crossing out the previous owner’s name and writing the new one.91 As a result, they kept the documents in their homes for decades. 

				Such unofficial practices contributed to the haphazard record-keeping of Fingo title deeds, which meant the government could not track ownership during the GAA era, while families retained this knowledge within their lineages. Accordingly, the ongoing narrative surrounding the Fingo Village title deeds is that many were lost over the years; however, this discussion emerged only during the hot seating activity, when Mama Zukiswa took on Nomathemba’s character.92 She stated, “such things happen; for example, my aunt’s name was not registered because of the lost title deeds of Fingo Village”.93 The loss of title deeds affected how people managed the legalities of their family home. As mentioned earlier, this issue can be attributed to changing family practices and the GAA’s threat of eviction and forced sales, which contributed to the community’s lack of trust and unwillingness to discuss title deeds or even produce evidence of these documents. From this view, two themes emerged: the secrecy surrounding proving ownership and the rekindling of ownership through deed registries.

				4.1	The secret life of property transfer in Fingo village: Centring African women’s experiences

				The theatre-inspired activity sparked an interesting discussion about the mistrust surrounding the declaration and the prevailing secrecy around Fingo Village title deeds and customary property transfer practices. The mistrust is 

				
					
						89	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 13.

					
					
						90	Davenport, Black Grahamstown, p. 13.

					
					
						91	Hellemann and T Mthombeni “Umzi ka Mama Rhodes University PhD research project,” 19 February 2021, video, 12:02-12:20, https://doi.org/10.21504/RUR.19698562.v1. 

					
					
						92	Hellemann and T Mthombeni “Umzi ka Mama Rhodes University PhD methodology,” 19 February 2021, video, 07:25, https://doi.org/10.21504/RUR.19635012.v1. 
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				rooted in previous instances where the British and apartheid governments tried to force people to officially register title deeds with the government in Fingo Village. Although the amaMfengu ad adopted some Western ways under the British assimilation model, they continued to use traditional African communal property transfers among family members in the twentieth century as they re-embraced their cultural values. The approach also helped ‘hide’ property ownership documentation from prying government officials. However, the African tenure caused a steady decline in the documentation of new family property owners. The official documentation and registration of family property were frequently not a priority for many generations due to administrative breakdowns.94 It is plausible that previous beneficiaries lost the Fingo deeds documents over the years, hence the inability to produce proof of registration. In cases where they were not lost, people were not readily talking about their existence. As I noted in the contextual framework section, most of the literature focused on African men’s participation in property acquisition and management; thus, bringing African women’s participation is essential. The notable feature of the women’s participation is that they had to carve out their own space for property acquisition because the colonial and apartheid governments deemed them as minors, thus denying them the same rights as men. This section particularly highlights how Fingo Village women were the primary agents of intergenerational property continuity through both formal and informal family property transfer practices.

				Although the communal African tenure system was accepted as a valid regulatory approach by the British colonial government, the authorities did not find it ideal. Hence, the Union Government reinstated the regulation of title deed registrations. The new law and documentation of title deeds happened around 1927 when, “owners were reissued with an uncontested simplified version of the title deed and their rights to possess property.”95 The 1927 agenda for reissuing the new version of the title deeds maintained the deeds’ freehold status. However, the 1950s agenda was overtly different as it encouraged people to hand their documents to the government for safekeeping under suspicious conditions that forced coloured to sell their land. As Menato et al. explain,

				The government agents collected their title deeds — ostensibly to investigate whether the present holders were the rightful heirs to enforce their removal. The government informed the owners that it had itself awarded them their land, but only for a year and on condition that they sold it to Coloureds or faced expropriation.96

				
					
						94	M Bolt and T Masha, “Recognising the family house: a problem of urban custom in South Africa”, South African Journal on Human Rights 35 (2), 2019, p. 148.
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				What seemed like a helpful act was a ploy to strip the African families of their tenure rights enjoyed for generations. The government tactic soon revealed that occupancy did not guarantee anything, but ownership did.97 The government strategy quickly demonstrated that ownership provided a guarantee, whereas occupancy did not. Therefore, some family members of the original title deed holders went forward, while the original title deed holders continued with the new registration. 

				During this period, women in Fingo Village held a structurally unique and culturally inspired role in the management, transfer, and maintenance of family property. The women’s active role sheds light on positive cultural norms that favour women and on how the Fingo Village women navigated the persistent exclusion from formal property ownership under both colonial and apartheid legal regimes. Mama Grace reflected on how the suspect nature of the 1950s registration and sales of the freehold properties did not go unnoticed by the African residents in Fingo Village, including women. She recalled when the government proposed to change the Fingo Village title deeds from freehold to leasehold.98 Here, Mama Grace is referring to the 1969 GAA Glenmore plan, recalling that,

				There was a time when the government said Fingo Village must have a 99-year lease, and that was Glenmore and all of that stuff. But people came together, black coloured, and they said no way because Fingo Village was being given a freehold because they fought with the British […] so it didn’t go along this 99-year lease until now.99 

				Fingo Village residents became wary of this change because leaseholds and freeholds carry different legal weights. The former guaranteed ownership, while the latter merely secured occupation. This constant probing into the Fingo Village freehold title deeds made people apprehensive about disclosing their homeownership status to the government. Protecting the freehold right was imperative, especially after the apartheid government reinstated African male freeholders’ inheritance rights in the 1980s.100 Before the reinstatement of African property inheritance rights, the GAA had conditions in place in the 1960s that stated that, “disqualified people who owned property could do so until their death, but their heirs would be required to sell the property”.101 This condition was one of the many GAA amendments and implied an unusual practice of family property inheritance. 

				
					
						97	DW Bromley, “Formalising property relations in the developing world: The wrong prescription for the wrong malady”, Land Use Policy 26 (1), 2008, p. 22.

					
					
						98	Hellemann and Mthombeni “Umzi ka Mama research project,” 09:12-10:03. 

					
					
						99	Interview: Hellemann with G Ngcethe, Fingo Village 17 September 2019. 
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				As noted earlier, initially, some coloured owners cooperated with the sales because people feared expropriation. However, the community noticed how those who sold their houses got little in return. The freehold sellers lost their freehold tenure rights and entered into a leasehold agreement that did not grant secure ownership rights.102 The board, however, underestimated the residents’ legal knowledge. Eventually, people became hesitant to participate in declaring and selling family homes. 

				The legal exclusion of women from property registration compelled women to develop and sustain informal, relational, and often secretive practices of property governance. As Mama Grace reflected on the matter, she recalled that the people were aware of this questionable exchange and unwilling to budge.103 People realised that declaring their properties to the local housing authority exposed them to monitoring and the possibility of eviction or forced sale. Mama Lizeka recalled how these events nearly devastated her family’s property.104 Her mother informally owned the property before the GAA era, as she was the nominated heir in her husband’s will, but she kept this a secret, even after she had chosen her son as the next heir and legal owner. It was only when Mama Lizeka faced possible eviction that she found out that her brother was the legal owner of the family home, but he died without knowing this. The family was unaware that her mother’s will had named the son as the beneficiary of the family home. Lizeka explained that, “We could have easily become homeless without knowing he was in the will because many wanted these properties. It was mainly businesspeople who wanted to buy this place”.105Because Lizeka’s family property’s legal papers were not updated, the remaining family home occupants were vulnerable targets of the Group Areas Board in the early parts of the 1950s when the government was determined to take back all urban land in South Africa from Africans. The board could have easily evicted Mama Lizeka and her children. But because of the haphazard nature of the implementation of GAA in areas like Fingo Village, the Group Areas Board struggled to track down the list of title deedholders, as noted earlier. Her vulnerability resulted from a gendered property regime where women’s occupation did not immediately bestow legal status. Had the GAA enforcement mechanisms been fully implemented, women like Mama Lizeka, who were heads of households, would have been among the first to be displaced. Fingo women would probably be even more affected than men because most worked as domestic workers earning a 

				
					
						102	Bolt and Masha, “Recognising the family house”, p. 151.
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				minimum wage. This wage would not have been enough to cover travelling costs, let alone living costs, if they moved to Glenmore. 

				The looming threat of eviction and forced removals to Glenmore, which lingered well into the 1980s, meant that the Fingo Village community faced two potential losses: losing freehold status and their family home. The threat of forced declaration and sales is a plausible reason why some families opted not to document or legally state the next owner when the current occupant died. The reality is that it is uncommon in African culture to sell one’s umzi (household). The term ‘household’ has two meanings: one refers to the physical site where a building is a house, and the other to the metaphysical makeup of the people residing on the property. As a physical site, a household could be a compound consisting of multiple houses, and thus, a house becomes a family property.106 

				As a metaphysical space, the family home is where people from the same lineage locate their ancestral roots. However, as Kingwill notes, there is no precise terminology for family property in Xhosa culture.107 In Xhosa culture, people refer to the family property as either ikhaya or umzi. Nevertheless, the property holds significance as a central place where members, “perform family ceremonies that bring together all lineage members, reinforcing their family identity”.108 There is a strong belief in Xhosa culture that one’s home is more than a property and a place of ancestral links; hence, it cannot be sold.109 In African customary practices, families often maintain a collective relationship to family property after an elder or owner passes away.110 Such practices have been upheld in most families for years. Therefore, some families would have found the involvement of the Group Areas Board GAB and the Eastern Cape Areas Board unsettling as external parties interested in the family property. Most families, therefore, relied on the untitled transfer practices to keep the plots within the family. 

				Those who transferred property under communal tenure often chose a custodian to look after the family home. As revealed before, the GAB had made provisions for, “[…] black property owners not to sell their property in their lifetime, but in the same vein, they were confronted with the crucial question of getting people to dispose of their property to facilitate their relocation to new areas”.111
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				Families that did not want to register their names invoked the customary, “notion of the unsaleable family house” to keep the family home a collective ownership entity.112 This way, the government could not track down individual owners because they were not listed, and, as a result, no individual could be forced to sell the family house. 

				Custodianship emerged as one of the most significant cultural strategies through which African women navigated these risks. For example, Mama Ntombizodwa and Mama Noli were family home custodians. Accordingly, Mama Noli inherited the family home from her mother, who had inherited it in 1986 upon her husband’s passing. As the firstborn child, Mama Noli was the family home custodian. She managed the house, and she shared it with her brother. There was no formal transfer of the property title deed to reflect the children’s or the mother’s names, but their names appear in the will. She explained, “We kept this family property as a family home”.113 While this indicates they followed communal tenure, Mama Noli did not explain whether this choice was made because of the GAA threat. However, she believes it was a method that kept the family home safe from outsiders. 

				Much like Mama Noli, Mama Ntombizodwa has also lived in her family home in Fingo Village since the 1980s. The house initially belonged to her father and is still in his name. She mentioned that there was no conversation at the time about changing ownership to her, and she believes the title deed was kept secret. As the years went by, the uncertainty of not having a legal document was unsettling for Mama Ntombizodwa, to which she stated, “This thing of not having a title deed made me worried because anyone can claim this house”.114 She worried about not having a title deed to the house because other family members from her father’s side or the government could claim ownership at any time. The custodial tasks were predominantly fulfilled by women, illustrating how gendered household labour transferred into gendered property control.

				The custodianship method was not without fault; in instances where families had strained relations, individuals chosen as custodians pursued the exclusive title to the family home.115 Although the above two participants (Mama Ntobizodwa and Mama Noli) did not directly link their alternative ownership choice to GAA, the 1980 proclamation played a significant role in giving some families peace of mind about returning to a system of formal registration of family properties.
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				When considered collectively, these instances demonstrate that women’s involvement in property transfer in Fingo Village was neither incidental nor passive. It was socially maintained through community ownership and custodianship, structurally created by legal exclusion, and economically shaped by gendered labour markets. Because they worked at the nexus of political danger, informal legality, and household obligations, women were the primary agents of intergenerational property continuity. Because of this, women’s unofficial property practices are both historically and analytically crucial to comprehending how African freehold tenure in Fingo Village survived the GAA.

				4.2	African women’s experience of participating in the Deeds registries

				Image 7: Zukiswa Nkosinkulu-Mbane sharing her knowledge about the Fingo Village title deeds declaration process while in-role of Nomathemba during the forum theatre exercise. 

				Photo by Thingo Mthombeni

				Witnessing the primary participants’ stories and Nomathemba’s performance inspired Mama Zukiswa to share her aunt’s story, as shown in image 7 above.116 In this instance, the women’s stories awakened a memory of the apartheid government informing families about reregistering their title deeds 
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				at the local housing department in Grahamstown. She drew on her aunt’s experience of not registering her name at the housing department as a context for Nomathemba’s predicament about inheriting the family home.

				Moreover, enacting the women’s past narratives through Nomathemba allowed Mama Zukiswa to, “re-situate herself in action and reflect on how she relates to her own stories and those of others”.117 Memory work in oral history projects contextualises this participation in conversations when interlocutors share their versions or experiences.118 Theatre allowed Mama Zukiswa as a spectator to engage in theatre praxis, where she could share her aunt’s experiences of the past and present.119 Mama Zukiswa shared two stories about how her aunt was disadvantaged by not registering the family home in her name, and she also recalled that her parents had a different outcome because they had registered their family home. Her recollections helped build new pathways for the story of lost title deeds in the post-apartheid era. Her family benefitted from the GAA task of homeowner registrations, as she notes, “What helped is that our parents used to register their names at the Housing Department; even if you went to the Magistrate court, the research from the Housing Department was useful”.120 

				Her narrative highlights two points: first, although the title deed information collected during the GAA era was never used for evictions, it later helped families prove ownership in the democratic era; second, she demonstrated a clear understanding of the steps required to prove ownership. 

				Although people had previously been suspicious of the government and had been registering their deeds anew, in the post apartheid era, they have steadily returned to formal homeownership registration. Mama Zukiswa affirmed that people now register their title deeds or renew their ownership through the Magistrate’s Court and the Housing Department as safe avenues to prove ownership.121 The Master of the High Court office specialises in the legalities of the family home after the owner’s death, ensuring that the house and its remaining members are protected.122 The information-sharing moment became pivotal between the participants and researchers working towards a shared knowledge system.123 Mama Zukiswa’s testimony highlighted the issue of declaring title deeds to the local housing department, which had not been raised in any of the initial interviews. I did not ask this question because I did 
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				not focus on the issue of lost title deeds in my interview questions. However, it has since become an essential part of my discoveries, which led to the writing of this paper.

				Indeed, just as Mama Zukiswa narrated regarding the Housing Department, Mama Lizeka also followed the legal route after finding out that the house was in her deceased brother’s name. When her brother passed away, Lizeka went to see their family lawyer about registering the house in her name. It was then that she discovered that her brother was the chosen heir of the family property. Through the Housing Department records, the lawyers could find their family name in the registries, and as she states, “there was no problem because our surnames were the same”.124 The house is now in her name; she is the second generation to live in and own this family home.125 

				CONCLUSION

				The article explored the formal and informal ways in which Fingo Village women preserved family property ownership at various points in South African land history, when the colonial and apartheid governments prohibited African women from owning or purchasing urban land. As explored, the exclusionary policies prevented African women from being officially recorded as urban landowners. But the change in post-apartheid policies made this possible, giving African women the opportunity to legally register their family properties in their names and enter the deeds registries for the first time. As the article demonstrates, theatre allowed women’s historical memories to come to the fore, revealing stories of resistance. Overall, the theatre-inspired gathering allowed primary and secondary participants to demonstrate their awareness of the legal routes they needed to follow to formalise property registration and new family property transmissions. The conversations and discussions that emerged from the unique methodology showed why is important to extend interlocutor participation beyond the interview stage, thus giving them access to more opportunities to draw on memories and experiences that yield more knowledge and information about the past.
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