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In	 the	 National	 Military	 Museum	 in	 Saxonwold,	 Johan-
nesburg,	hangs	a	painting	of	a	man	with	his	eyes	fixed	upon	
the	horizon.	Beneath	the	painting	are	the	words:	Job	Maseko	
–	Military	Medal.

For	many	years,	only	soldiers	who	fought	in	the	Second	
World	War	knew	who	Job	Maseko	was.	Few	others	knew	
that	he	single-handedly	blew	up	an	enemy	ship	during	the	
war	and	received	a	medal	for	his	remarkably	heroic	deed.

Before	 the	war,	 Job	Maseko	had	been	an	ordinary	de-
livery	man	at	a	dynamite	 factory	 in	Springs.	This	peace-
loving	man	liked	to	visit	his	grandparents’	farm	and	to	keep	
an	eye	on	his	younger	sister	–	exactly	what	an	older	brother	
should	do.

But	then	one	day	in	1942,	Job	heard	that	Hitler’s	German	
soldiers	were	already	in	East	Africa.	Right	there	and	then	
he	decided	to	join	the	army.	He	would	do	anything	to	stop	
the	 cruel	 leader,	 who	 hated	 black	 people,	 from	 reaching	
South	Africa.

Thousands	of	black,	brown	and	Indian	South	Africans	
did	 the	 same	when	 the	 then	premier,	General	 Jan	Smuts,	
promised	 them	the	 same	 treatment	as	white	people	when	
they	returned	home	after	the	war.	

Job	 was	 allocated	 to	 a	 division	 known	 as	 the	 South	
African	Native	Military	Corps,	where	–	much	to	their	horror	
–	 the	 men	 were	 given	 spears	 instead	 of	 rifles.	 Here	 they	
received	training	as	carpenters,	clerks,	truck	and	ambulance	
drivers,	 stretcher	 carriers	 and	 nursing	 assistants.	 And	

halala_job_INNER.indd   18halala_job_INNER.indd   18 2020/03/10   11:532020/03/10   11:53



19

before	long,	they	were	ready	to	confront	the	enemy	in	North	
Africa.

Even	though	Job	and	his	comrades	were	paid	only	half	of	
what	white	soldiers	received,	they	did	their	best.	On	top	of	
that,	 Job	 learned	 to	 put	 together	 a	 bomb.	 Great	 was	 his	
surprise	when	he	was	promoted	to	lance	corporal.

“When	 this	 war	 is	 over,	 we	 will	 be	 free!”	 he	 and	 his	
comrades	regularly	encouraged	each	other.	

In	the	Libyan	port	of	Tobruk,	20	June	1942	is	a	day	Job	will	
never	forget.	Before	morning	has	truly	broken,	 the	desert		
is	 teeming	with	enemy	 tanks.	On	 top	of	 that,	one	 fighter	
plane	squadron	after	another	dives	down	on	them	–	filled	
to	the	brim	with	bombs.	On	the	ground	it’s	not	much	better.	
Enemy	soldiers	 shoot	everything	 to	 smithereens.	 Job	puts	
his	life	on	the	line	to	carry	the	wounded	away	on	a	stretcher.

Soon,	he	and	his	black	comrades	receive	rifles	–	the	time	
has	 come	 to	 fight	 shoulder	 to	 shoulder	 with	 their	 white	
companions.	 But	 then	 things	 start	 going	 wrong.	 The	
commander’s	telephone	link	and	code	book	are	destroyed.	
Suddenly	the	command	is	given:	“We	have	been	cornered!	
Each	man	for	himself!	Escape	if	you	can!”

Job	realises	only	too	well	 that	there	 is	nowhere	to	go	–	
not	with	a	minefield	as	the	only	escape	route.	So	it	happens	
that	 on	 that	 day,	 32	 000	 men	 surrender	 to	 the	 German	
General	 Rommel	 –	 among	 them	 10	 000	 South	 Africans,	
including	the	1	200	members	of	the	Native	Military	Corps.
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Job	 and	 his	 companions	 are	 now	 prisoners	 of	 war	 for	
whom	 there	 is	 little	 mercy.	 They	 are	 watched	 by	 armed	
guards	and	marched	through	the	desert	for	long	distances.	
Anyone	 making	 one	 false	 move	 is	 shot	 on	 the	 spot.	 The	
prisoners	of	war	receive	very	little	food	and	water,	the	black	
prisoners	even	less	–	sometimes	no	more	than	a	packet	of	
biscuits	per	day.	But	Job	refuses	 to	give	up.	His	motto	 is:	
“Surrendering	does	not	mean	giving	up.”

And	so	he	starts	slipping	out	of	camp	to	find	food.	He	
also	pockets	every	bullet	he	finds,	every	cigarette	butt,	every	
usable	 matchstick	 and	 every	 length	 of	 fuse.	 He	 carefully	
opens	every	bullet	and	collects	the	gun	powder	in	an	empty	
tin	before	hiding	it	cautiously	–	just	in	case	he	might	need	
it.

Job	realises	that	this	new	“hobby”	could	cost	him	his	life.	
He	knows	that	he	can	no	longer	fight,	but	he	can	sabotage	
the	enemy’s	plan.	And	he	is	determined	to	give	them	a	run	
for	their	money.	He	just	has	to	figure	out	how.

Slowly,	a	plan	begins	to	take	shape	in	his	head	and	he	
inspires	his	companions	to	help	him.	After	that,	no	truck	or	
engine	 is	 safe.	Not	even	 the	 fans	or	radios!	The	enemy	 is	
puzzled	when	everything	suddenly	starts	to	break.	

On	 21	 July	 1942,	 Job	 Maseko,	 Andrew	 Mohudi,	 Sam	
Police	and	Koos	Williams	finally	get	the	opportunity	they	
have	been	waiting	for	–	to	transport	and	load	petrol	drums	
onto	a	German	warship.	

Job	 gets	 his	 chance	 when	 his	 comrades	 distract	 the	
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guards’	attention.	He	knows	that	if	he	is	caught,	the	chances	
are	good	that	he	will	be	tortured	and	executed.	Even	so,	he	
doesn’t	hesitate.	He	places	the	tin	with	powder	among	the	
drums	and	rolls	out	the	fuse	in	the	direction	of	the	hatch.	
Then	he	sets	it	alight.	Soon,	the	little	flame	works	its	way	
towards	the	hold.	The	guard	is	still	waving	when	Job	and	
company	run	for	their	lives.	A	minute	later,	chaos	breaks	
loose	in	the	port.

Job	 and	 his	 compatriots	 secretly	 give	 each	 other	 the	
thumbs-up.

From	then	on	there	is	no	stopping	Job.	He	finds	an	old	
broken	German	radio	and	fixes	it.	In	this	way,	news	reaches	
him	that	General	Montgomery	and	his	men	of	 the	Allied	
Forces	are	showing	the	enemy	a	thing	or	two	at	El	Alamein.

There	and	then	Job	decides	his	help	is	needed.	He	escapes	
and	trudges	three	weeks	through	the	desert	to	El	Alamein.	
General	 Montgomery	 and	 his	 men	 are	 convinced	 it	 is	 a	
ghost	when	Job	finally	stumbles,	exhausted	and	dehydrated,	
into	camp	with	his	old	radio.	He	is	a	South	African	in	body	
and	soul.	No	one	is	going	to	stop	him	from	fighting	for	his	
country.	Not	hunger,	not	thirst,	nor	the	enemy.

Sadly,	we	know	very	little	of	the	rest	of	Job	Maseko’s	life.	
What	we	do	know,	however,	is	that	he	received	a	Military	
Medal	after	the	war	and	that	an	official	painting	was	done	
of	 him.	 He	 also	 pointed	 out	 the	 place	 where	 he	 and	 his	
compatriots	had	sunk	the	German	ship.	Divers	subsequently	
found	it	exactly	where	he	said	it	would	be.	

halala_job_INNER.indd   22halala_job_INNER.indd   22 2020/03/10   11:532020/03/10   11:53



23

Nothing	 ever	 came	 of	 General	 Smuts’	 promises	 of	
freedom.	 Job	 and	 thousands	 of	 other	 black,	 brown	 and	
Indian	soldiers	felt	betrayed	and	abused.	Many	lost	hope,	
especially	when	apartheid	 laws	were	promulgated	shortly	
after	the	Second	World	War.

Job’s	body	was	found	next	to	a	railway	line	on	7	March	
1952	after	he	was	hit	by	a	train.	The	hero	of	Tobruk	was	so	
poor	that	he	had	to	be	buried	with	borrowed	money	in	the	
Payneville	Township	cemetery.

In	 time,	 the	 stories	 about	 Job’s	 heroic	 deeds	 began	 to	
fade.	Soldiers	who	knew	the	true	stories	grew	old	and	even-
tually	passed	on.	People	soon	even	forgot	that	black,	brown	
and	 Indian	 soldiers	 also	 fought	 for	 our	 country	 in	 the	
Second	World	War.	

All	that	remained	was	the	painting	of	Job	Maseko	and	
the	radio	he	carried	with	him	through	the	desert.	Fortunately	
the	National	Military	Museum	got	hold	of	it	and	put	it	on	
display.

Job	Maseko’s	name	and	reputation	had	been	restored.	
Today,	 he	 is	 honoured	 in	 the	 Delville	 Wood	 museum	 in	
France.	 A	 South	 African	 warship,	 a	 primary	 school	 in	
Kwathema,	near	Springs,	and	the	main	road	between	the	
township	and	the	village	are	named	after	him.

The	name	of	the	peace-loving	messenger	who	became	a	
war	hero	while	fighting	for	his	own	freedom	and	that	of	his	
country	will	never	again	be	forgotten.
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