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What does a rookie Roving Reporter do when briefed to find out about a suspected
serial rock-thrower? No one in the newsroom has his name or knows where he lives

Reporter’s Notebook

BUKEKA SILEKWA
I’M ON THE trail of a man
police say dropped rocks,
including one nearly the size
of a soccer ball, onto cars on the
N3, near Durban’s Tollgate Bridge.
This was my first assignment
and I am intrigued. Who was this
man? What was his mental state?
The Sunday Tribune news
desk felt we needed to follow the
case in court but also track down
the man’s family. We wanted to
understand where he comes from,
talk to him and find out what
makes him tick.
The 27-year-old was arrested
on February 17 after he had been
beaten up by people who had
allegedly witnessed a rock-throwing incident.
Metro police spokesperson Parboo Sewpersad told the Sunday
Tribune the suspect had thrown a
rock off the Tollgate Bridge on to
a passing car below.
Sewpersad said the suspect
was later linked to another
rock-throwing incident that had
happened earlier in the day, and
allegedly admitted to previous
incidents while being questioned
by police.
“The suspect said he was
unemployed and derived personal
satisfaction from damaging cars,”
said Sewpersad.
Could this really be the case? I
wondered. And what kind of life
did a man have that would drive
him to do this?
The Monday after his arrest
I was briefed to go to Mayville
police station where he was being
held before his first court appearance. I hoped to meet the investigating officer.
I come from Cala in the Eastern Cape and don’t know Durban,
so getting to Mayville was a challenge. There I faced a bigger hurdle. I did not know the suspect’s
name or what to ask the police.
Luckily, policemen on duty
knew of the case. They told me
he was about to be taken to court.
Soon afterwards, I saw three
handcuffed men being put in the
back of a van.
With a helpful taxi driver (himself a victim of rock throwing),
we follow the van to court. I look
for someone who might know the
accused – a friend or relative – but
apart from police, court officials

Nkosinathi Mthalane was beaten up on the street near Tollgate Bridge by
people who had witnessed a rock-throwing incident.
and journalists, there is no one.
Finally, he enters the courtroom, glancing around. Is he
expecting someone?
He has cuts on his hands and
wounds, still fresh, on the right
side of his head. His shirt is torn,
dirty and blood-stained.
Standing before the magistrate, he seems confused. His
appearance is brief and Nkosinathi Mthalane, as he is identified,
was not asked questions.
The case was adjourned for
police to investigate further.
Meanwhile, I needed to know
more. It was time to find out about
Mthalane, talk to family and
neighbours. But how or where to
find them?
We had heard that Mthalane
lived in an informal settlement
in Cato Manor. How do you find
the home of someone in such a
place? Again I set off for a place
that meant no more than a name.
“yiCato Manor yonke lena,”
said the old woman who had been
sitting next to me in the taxi on the
way there. “This is Cato Manor.
Uqaphele izikhothane,” she said
as I got out. “Beware of thieves.”
Cato Manor is a big place,
sprawling with RDP houses and
shacks. The smell of struggle
was hard to miss. I took a deep
breath. It would be a long day.
And what were my chances of
finding Mthalane’s home, family
or friends?

The sun was beating down, the
temperature rising. I was already
sweaty, from heat and fear.
Around a corner, young men
sat on a rock smoking something,
killing time.
I remembered the old woman’s
warning.
Perhaps Mthalane had sat on
the same corner, I thought. Perhaps they knew him. I swallowed
my fears and introduced myself.
No luck.
I wandered around for a while
before it dawned on me that most
of the men here call each other by
their nicknames. Would they even
be able to put a face to the name
Nkosinathi Mthalane?
I went home late that day with
nothing to show for my effort, pinning my hopes on the next court
appearance, on March 5.
At first he seemed calm in
courtroom 10, but that did not last.
He originally faced two charges of
malicious damage to property, but
he now heard that the prosecutor
was escalating the charges to six
counts of attempted murder – the
number of lives imperilled in two
rock-throwing incidents on February 17, and an earlier case on the
July 23, 2017.
Explaining the seriousness of
the charges to Mthalane, magistrate Sophie Reddy told him that
he needed to get a lawyer. The case
was postponed to March 19.
So another Monday dawned.

This time, Mthalane looked a little
better. His wounds were healing
and he was represented by a Legal
Aid attorney, Ashika Ramdalary.
Ivan Padayachie of the SAPS
provincial organised crime
unit, who is handling the case,
requested another adjournment
of two weeks, to continue with the
investigation.
The same thing happened
when Mthalane next appeared in
court, leaving a growing number
of unanswered questions in my
mind only he could answer.
I called Westville Prison and
made an appointment to visit him.
Tuesday, April 17, I see him
standing on the other side of the
security glass in the visitor’s centre. I wave so he can see that I am
the person who has come to visit
him. He sits opposite me, looking
down, staring at his hands as if
shy. He won’t look at my face, let
alone in my eyes.
We sit like this for a few
seconds. I want to hear what he is
going to say to me, this stranger
who has come to visit.
“Sawubona Nkosinathi,” I say.
He glances up, “Yebo.”
It takes a while for him to
loosen up, but soon he is chatting
about how he had left his rural
home near Greytown in 2006,
arriving in Durban after dropping
out
of
school
to
stay
with his father in Cato Manor,
and how he had struggled to find
work.
He returned to his mother
for a spell before coming back to
Cato Manor. He ended up spending more time with his friends
on the streets. He said that whatever money he got from part-time
work (including car washing
and guarding) he spent on drink
and dagga.
Asked what happened on the
day of his arrest, he said: “I was
drunk. I can’t remember.”
I returned the next day with
the published photo of him being
beaten on the street before his
arrest. This got him talking, but
what he said has not been heard in
court, so I cannot report it.
● Silekwa is a Rosebank College
journalism graduate undergoing
training with Roving Reporters
in association with the Sunday
Tribune. Her internship is supported by the Human Elephant
Foundation.

Tow truck
‘link’ to rock
throwing
NABEELAH SHAIKH and
BUKEKA SILEKWA

of the association to support
the police in getting to the bottom of these allegations.
“Dodgy operators are giving
the industry a bad name,” said
Landers.
Recently, the rock-throwing
phenomenon has become a
huge issue in Durban, sparking interventions involving
the South African National
Roads Agency, the Road Traffic
Inspectorate, metro police and
the eThekwini Municipality.
The municipality now
deploys people to monitor
activity at specific bridges
and the SAPS has introduced
more regular patrols in areas
where rock-throwing remains
a threat.
The SAPS and metro
police have also been holding
“rock-throwing committee
meetings”.
At one of the latest meetings, a decision was taken that
tow-truck operators would no
longer be allowed to be stationed under bridges or on
nearby pavements.
This followed witnesses
alleging two tow-truck operators had paid suspects to

URBAN metro police
suspect two tow-truck
operators in Durban
have paid desperate people to throw rocks off
bridges to cause accidents.
This was disclosed by
metro police spokesman Parboo Sewpersad following a
“rock-throwing committee”
meeting involving the SAPS.
The Natal Tow Truck Association is also probing allegations that shady operators in
the Kokstad area have in the
past filled condoms with oil
and thrown them on to roads
to cause accidents.
The chairperson of the association, Shane Landers, said
while no witnesses had provided any concrete evidence, it
was important that the allegations were investigated.
He said he was aware of
allegations levelled against two
Durban operators (their names
are known to the Sunday Tribune) allegedly connected to
rock-throwing incidents.
Landers called on members

D

throw rocks from some bridges,
said Sewpersad.
Deputy mayor Fawzia Peer
has urged members of the
public to report rock-throwing
incidents.
Meanwhile, alleged serial rock-thrower, Nkosinathi
Mthalane, 27, is to be sent for a
psychiatric assessment.
This was ordered by the
Durban Magistrate’s Court,
where he faces six counts of
attempted murder related to
three rock-throwing incidents.
When Mthalane appeared in
court on Thursday, his recently
appointed Legal Aid attorney,
Ashika Ramdalary, told the
court the accused would not
speak to her or an interpreter
assigned to assist her.
“This makes it difficult for
me to proceed with the case,”
Ramdalary told magistrate
Sophie Reddy, who then asked
Mthalane whether he had been
on any medication or seen a
doctor about his mental state.
“Cha (no),” responded
Mthalane.
The case was postponed to
May 3 for a psychiatric examination to take place.

Activist among latest victims of rock-throwing
NABEELAH SHAIKH

gunshot. The windscreen shattered and a rock landed inside
the car. At that point we were
too shocked and did not notice
anybody around who could
have done it,” said Edwards.
She immediately drove home
with the help of a good Samaritan who stopped to assist her.
“As soon as I got home, my
car was taken to a windscreen
repair centre for it to be
repaired,” said Edwards.
Edwards did not immedi-

DURBAN community activist Cookie Edwards is among
latest victims of rock-throwing
incidents.
The women’s rights leader
was at a stop street near
Warner Beach in Amanzimtoti,
on Thursday last week when a
rock hit her windscreen.
“I was returning from a
meeting with a colleague. We
just heard what sounded like a

ately report the case to the
police.
This raised the ire of metro
police spokesman Parboo
Sewpersad.
“It is important that such
cases are reported as soon as
possible so it helps the police
in their operations against
rock throwing. If cases are not
reported, police will be unable
to identify new hot spots and
implement measures in those
areas,” said Sewpersad.
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Homeless man dies
in sub-station inferno
NKULULEKO NENE &
KARINDA JAGMOHAN
THE family of a homeless
man may never get to know
that he died in a fire in a Durban
sub-station in which he and his
friends were sheltering from cold
weather on Thursday afternoon.
Thami, his girlfriend Tamia, and
friends Sifiso, Sanele (surnames
unknown) and Siyanda Mthethwa
had been sleeping at a sub-station
on Mahatma Gandhi Road near
Shoprite for months.
According to Mthethwa, who
showed the Sunday Tribune burn
marks on his hand, the group broke
into the shelter on Thursday for
warmth and lit cigarettes.
He described how the survivors
had fought to exit while Thami’s
body was engulfed in flames.
“We had to fight to reach the small
door after the blaze had reached the
ceiling of the sub-station.
During the commotion I heard
a skull cracking. Thami’s screams
were deafening but we were unable
to help. The smell of burning flesh
was suffocating,” he said.
Mthethwa claimed that the fire
was started when a damp blanket
Thami was carrying came into contact with an uncovered live wire.

Car guard Lindo Ngcongo,
21, said he saw Tamia run
out of the sub-station calling
for help. “She was pointing to
her boyfriend (Thami), who was
screaming in pain,” he said.
Friends of Tamia who also live on
the streets said she had been traumatised. Sifiso and Sanele were said to
be recovering in Addington Hospital.
But the issue was much larger for
Wiseman Hadebe, 20, who saw Thami
burn to death.
“After the fire, blood-soaked bones
lay in the ashes. His flesh was gone,
only fluid was left. The body had
melted. I am still trembling. I suffer
nightmares. It haunts me,” he said.
Hadebe said the group had lit
cigarettes and Whoonga, which
could have led to the fire.
He said people had used the
sub-station room for years – it costs
up to R30 a night to stay at shelters, which is often too much for the
homeless and unemployed to make
in a day.
“We are out here sleeping in
places like this because we can’t
afford shelters. This will keep happening,” he said.
Mandla Nsele, deputy head of
communications at eThekwini
Municipality, said the municipality
was investigating.
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