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Preface 

This collection had its origins in the environment of the History Workshop at 
the University of the Witwatersrand. In the early 1980s social history was being 
encouraged through the History Workshop. Numerous studies, inspired by the 
pioneering work of Colin Bundy on African peasants, were beginning to 
appear. Many of these works made use of oral history and most attempted to 
bring to life the hidden lives of the African 'underclasses'. In contrast to the 
vigorous efforts made to uncover the history of the black poor, there was a 
strange silence hanging over the history of the poor whites. 
South African history, at least in the liberal and radical traditions, has often 
been written against a backdrop of intellectual and political opposition to 
apartheid. The tendency this induced was for writers to focus on the group 
which laboured under the worst excesses of the South African social order, the 
dispossessed and exploited blacks. Put bluntly, writers expressed their sym­
pathy for, and political affinity with, the exploited and oppressed members of 
society via their research. Although things began to change during the second 
half of the 1980s, few English-speaking writers were inclined, in the climate of 
ongoing violence and repression, to write empathetically about white Afrika­
ners, even if historically this group had experienced the deprivations that the 
development of capitalism entailed. 
My own research work in the Eastern Transvaal drew me to examine the plight 
of unproductive, small-scale white farmers in the early twentieth century. Few 
other people were at that time focusing their research on this class. In 1985, 
as I became aware of the increase in research activity on poor whites, I began 
to collect the essays that appear in this collection. None has been published 
before. My chapter and that of Albert Grundlingh first saw the light as History 
Workshop conference papers in 1984 and 1987 respectively. John Bottomley 
gave a version of his chapter as a seminar paper to the African Studies Institute 
at Wits in 1982 and covered another angle of the subject in his 1987 History 
Workshop paper. At least three of the other contributions (Clynick, Parnell and 
Pirie) were affected by the climate of the History Workshop which pervaded 
Wits University's academic life in the 1980s. 
Unavoidably this collection suffers from omissions. Regionally, the Cape is 
under-represented. The absence of a piece on the Western Cape particularly, 
is regrettable. Although I tried to solicit work on Mozambique, Namibia and 
Swaziland I was not successful and the comparative insights such work would 
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have provided are thus denied us. I am very aware that the collection lacks a 
gender perspective. During the gestation period of this book it looked as 
though I would be able to include a piece on poor white women. but this was 
not to be. Poor whites in literature, poor white culture and the poor white 
experience (which could be reconstructed via exhaustive use of oral evidence) 
are all notable absentees. Despite these limitations, I like to think that collec­
tively these essays offer a multi-dimensional and nuanced view of the poor 
whites. 

The production of White but poor was a painfully long process. Some of those 
who offered chapters were unable to complete their contributions. Others 
found that the demands of academic life interfered with writing and work was 
thus often produced haltingly. Many of the contributors were separated from 
me by vast distances and communication was not always easy and invariably 
slow. Various publishers held on to the completed manuscript for months 
before declining to publish. In one case the manuscript disappeared in the 
post and was never recovered! 
In preparing this publication I have incurred debts of gratitude to people who 
have encouraged me and shared their wisdom and level-headedness. Albert 
Grundlingh was a staunch supporter and it is true to say that without him, this 
collection might never have appeared, or at least would have appeared much 
later. Bill Freund never allowed my interest to flag, Mike Morris gave me 
courage in the initial phases, Vishnu Padayachee helped me to negotiate the 
middle passage and Doug Hindson helped me to persevere towards the end. 
I have to thank the contributors for producing their work and having the 
patience to wait for the act of publication to be completed. I also owe a debt 
of gratitude to the Department of Education, Natal University, Durban which 
assisted in a variety of ways when deadlines were very tight. 
The concept for the cover of this book was developed with the assistance of 
Costas Criticos and Alison Gillwald. The artwork was done by Jo Orsmond of 
the Audio Visual Centre, University of Natal, Durban. I would like to place on 
record my gratitude to them. The photographs come from the E. G. Malherbe 
Collection housed at the Killie Campbell Library, University of Natal, Durban. I 
thank the librarians for their help. 
Robert Morrell 
Durban 
February 1991 
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Introduction 

The poor whites: a social force and a 
social problem in South African history 

Bill Freund 

There exists an international stereotype, dearly beloved in anti-apartheid lit­
erature, that all South African whites consist of the slave-driving but idle rich 
who sip sundowners at poolside and exist entirely on the backs of a conquered 
and abused black proletariat. All of the essays in this volume insist that in fact 
'white society', to the extent that it has any meaning at all, consists and 
consisted of deeply differentiated, sometimes antagonistic classes whose 
fragile unity under a segregated society represented a difficult political 
achievement that needs discerning and explaining. Re-examining the 'poor 
white' issue sets the stage for a reassessment along these lines, particularly as 
we finally watch segregation and apartheid wane. 

In this volume, we get a chance to look at a substantial number of studies of 
southern Africans located in a variety of regions who were known to their 
contemporaries, for it is mainly focused on the first third of this century, as 
'poor whites'. As Robert Morrell reminds us in his essay, the term 'poor white' 
is not a natural one but one that has been socially constructed and is elusive. 
Of what significance is it to distinguish whites from other poor people? What 
do we really mean by 'poor· anyway? The point is that 'poor white' constitutes 
in fact a particular ideological construction that cannot be taken for granted or 
assumed. This collection does not generally concern itself,· however, with 
debating the validity of the concept of 'poor whites'. Instead, it concerns itself 
primarily with the poor white question in two ways. The first and more obvious 
is as part of a deeper and wider investigation of the political significance of 
social class more generally in a period of long-term crisis in South African 
history. This crisis followed the Mineral Revolution attendant on the develop­
ment of the diamond and then gold mines from the end of the nineteenth 
century through to the Great Depression. Older community structures based 
in the countryside were ruthlessly broken up while a new, often harsh urban 
environment expanded very rapidly. The 'poor whites', largely Afrikaners, 
formed in this crucible. 
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Secondly, this collection is inspired by the development of a school of social 
history in South Africa concerned with investigating and restoring to dignity the 
lives of ordinary men and women and the communities that they built. In this 
project, it cannot be legitimate only to investigate the history of black South 
Africans. In  fact, whites have received some attention from social historians. In 
his remarkable two-volume social and economic history of the Witwatersrand 
published in 1982, Charles van Onselen devoted considerable attention both 
to white immigrants from Europe and to the rural white poor, thrown up onto 
the Reef vortex by the force of late niMteenth-century capitalism. In the recent 
(1987) History Workshop collection edited by Belinda Bozzoli, Class, com­
munity and conflict, no fewer than six out of seventeen essays concern the 
social history of white South Africans. Whites on the Witwatersrand figure 
importantly in Luli Callinicos' Working life 1886-1940, part of her beautifully 
illustrated people's history of South Africa. This volume develops a neglected 
theme much further. White historians are in fact looking here at their own roots 
and trying to explore their own past in new ways that are intended to illuminate 
the fabric of historical development. Such an examination may be superficially 
unfashionable and even painful, more so than the evocation by whites of the 
struggles of the African victims of the system. 

The making of the poor whites 

It is clear from the work of such historians as Colin Bundy and Robert Ross 
that class differentiation and poverty existed within the colonial population at 
the Cape of Good Hope back into the eighteenth century at least. Recently, in 
a pioneering and suggestive book called The African poor, John Iliffe has 
proposed a kind of historical watershed. Before that watershed, poverty can 
essentially be defined negatively in terms of lack of access to resources, 
particularly land or social networks through which basic economic activities 
took place. This was poverty in a pre-capitalist context: the poverty suffered 
by victims of drought or disease, calamitous warfare or extrusion from the 
social group. After the watershed, 'the new poor, the propertyless and con­
juncturally unemployed' become increasingly important.1 In a capitalist so­
ciety, poverty is structured and defined differently and the spread of market 
values in colonial Africa represented a great historic shift. 

Iliffe enhances his material with considerable South African evidence. Going 
back to early colonial times, colonists on the frontier, although they had little 
in the way of material encumbrances and lived an unendurably simple life by 
the standards of sophisticated travellers who encountered them, had access 
to basic resources and were not socially defined as poor or as poor whites. 
The presence of poverty did not necessarily mean that poor people formed 
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themselves into, or self-consciously behaved as, a class in any socially anta­
gonistic sense. 
Poverty took numerous forms in the South African countryside. In his Trans­
vaal-based essay, Morrell points to one obvious division, that between poor 
farmers in a poor land, the situation of his northern Middelburg families, 
notably in Mapochs Gronden, on the one hand and on the other, dependants 
on the farms of those richer than themselves, which was the position further 
south in a more fertile and developed region. In an impressively systematic 
way, Verne Harris, exploring northern Natal (which in fact also formed a part of 
the South African Republic before the Anglo-Boer War) establishes a typology 
for no fewer than twelve sorts of white farmers that refines these categories 
and reveals the complexity of economic differentiation within a small popula­
tion. 

The simplicity of life on the far frontier, especially in very arid countryside where 
adapting to nature took great foresight and skill, was long ago captured in his 
Trekboer trilogy by P. J. van der Merwe, who used the contemporary lives of 
Namaqualanders in the 1930s to try to understand Cape frontier conditions a 
century and more earlier. Another distinctive community of the poor, that of the 
Knysna wocx:lcutters of the southern Cape, is assessed in this volume by Albert 
Grundlingh. Their damp and difficult-to-penetrate living environment had al­
ways discouraged African cultivators or pastoralists, few of whom had ever 
lived there. The forest afforded a simple, largely subsistence existence for a 
group of colonial people, arriving in the eighteenth century from more fertile 
ground. They may have appeared extremely poor to outsiders but also had a 
certain pride and group solidarity that flowed out of their self-reliance. It is also 
interesting that these old communities practised relatively little colour discrimi­
nation and included a rather undifferentiated spectrum from white to coloured 
in terms of contemporary South African terminology. This was in fact the 
situation as well in the early towns where poorer single men from overseas who 
were unable to attract propertied wives from the settler population married or 
established liaisons with women of colour very frequently well into the nine­
teenth century. Vivian Bickford-Smith has recently underscored the vagueness 
of the colour line amongst the Cape Town poor even at the end of the century.2 

From the eighteenth century onwards, white farmers were present who owned 
no land of their own but had some relationship of clientage or tenancy with 
landowners. These so-called 'bywoners' were sometimes younger relations, 
sometimes overseers of labour, sometimes objects of charity, sometimes 
victims of exploitation, depending on their resources and relationships. Harris 
explores the range of possibilities that existed. At times, 'bywoners' and white 
squatters were extruded from the land but until the Mineral Revolution, their 
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proletarianisation proceeded very slowly. Gordon Pirie suggests in the course 
of his essay in this volume on railway workers that until the 1 890s when 
circumstances brought them to work for a wage, their labour was expensive 
and irregular, unsatisfactory to employers. 

The much sharper intrusion of capitalist social relations into the South African 
countryside from the late nineteenth century dramatically intervened in this 
situation. The successful farmer began to confront the dependent farmer in a 
more overt class relationship. The poor farmer who was so largely self-subsist­
ent was forced to meet cash payments for basic needs and relate to creditors, 
merchants and the state in new ways. Most of the essays in this volume show 
a developing class antagonism amongst South African whites during this 
period as the poor came to feel their poverty in a new way in contradistinction 
to a developing bourgeoisie. In the Knysna forests, systematic capitalist 
exploitation by the Thesens and others, sustained by a stratum of well-paid 
white artisans and white-collar workers, changed forest l ife for the worse. On 
the Maize Belt in the Orange Free State, the gap between the capital ising, 
successful farmers and the 'bywoners' yawned. 

Especially following the Anglo-Boer War, significant numbers were pushed off 
the land entirely and sought a new life in the towns. The first decade of the 
twentieth century, during part of which the mining economy stagnated, was 
perhaps the most intense one for combining rural and urban poverty as 
witness the picture painted by the Transvaal l nd igency Commission of 1 906-
1 908. In  the city, the newcomers encountered immigrant workmen from Eu­
rope, often immiserated in times of economic decline, as well as people of 
colour, competing for the same unskilled jobs. Forced urbanisation brought 
with it new social problems and an often traumatising pressure to adapt rather 
drastically to a new way of l ife. Susan Parnell gives us some graphic descrip­
tions of poverty, of overcrowding and squalor in Johannesburg, under these 
conditions. However, new opportunities were also thrown up by the increas­
ingly wealthy society at large, opportunities for which competition could be stiff 
and bloody. At this point, we have crossed John l l iffe's watershed. Poverty has 
altered fundamentally in character and become l inked to direct exploitation 
and proletarianisation, although older forms of poverty persist. This, he argues, 
has tended to be the hallmark of African poverty in the twentieth century as 
elsewhere in the modern world. 

Twentieth-century politics and the poor white question 

The 'poor whites' were in a sense up for grabs now. The historical possibilities 
ahead of them were several and the question of how to win them over and 
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regain their loyalties in a class society exercised all the energies of competitive 
elites and ambitious politicians. They were as well a potentially dangerous and 
untamed mob, a threat to the propertied. A series of massive strikes, culminat­
ing in the Rand Revolt of 1 922, suggested the possibility of a unified working 
class that could threaten capital ist hegemony in South Africa. Frederick John­
stone, Rob Davies, Dan O'Meara and David Yudelman are amongst those who 
have written books about early trade unions, workplace struggles and the 
political battles for the affiliation of workers who, even when they were not 
badly paid, felt placed in an extremely vulnerable and insecure class niche. The 
mil itancy of early twentieth-century white workers is well known and this 
volume has avoided recapitulating this familiar theme. 

However, the question of politics remains a central one to its authors. I n  1 9 1 4, 
some Afrikaner nationalists took advantage of the outbreak of World War I to 
rise against the Union government. It was South Africa's equivalent of the 1 91 6  
Easter Rising in Dublin. John Bottomley shows the extent to which the 'Rebel­
lie' represented the aspirations of the poor and landless, at least in one region 
of the Highveld (true as well of Morrell's capital-starved 'boere' of the northern 
Middelburg district), an interesting revelation particularly given Albert Grund­
lingh's earl ier thesis that l inked the resentments of a deprived poor white class 
rather to the 'joiner collaborationist' phenomenon elsewhere during the South 
African War of 1 898-1 902. 3 There was thus no direct, automatic link between 
Afrikaner revolt and struggle from below. The correlation between class feeling 
and particular political affiliation was never simple in South Africa. Class 
oppression made for social antagonisms that various causes could seize 
upon. Today some of the most deprived black South Africans, residents of 
shantytowns and migrant hostels, often become the footsoldiers of relatively 
conservative movements such as lnkatha, in a contemporary parallel. 

The ultimate nightmare of the ruling class was a class movement that would 
transcend the race l ine and unify the poor and oppressed, white and black, a 
nightmare that both Rhodes and Smuts expressed at times. Rob Turrell 's  study 
of the Kimberley d iamond fields suggests that these themes were already 
being played out by the 1 870s and 1 880s. 4 Indeed it was a strike supported by 
both whites and Africans in 1 884 that was crucial, in his view, in the decision of 
a consolidated capitalist mining interest there towards radically separating the 
working class out between a migrant, compounded black community and a 
white community able to enjoy a settled family l ife and reasonable quality 
housing in a company town setting. 

This practically suited important sections of the bourgeoisie and fitted well with 
the racial ist fatalism of social Darwinism that was so much a part of the 
international intellectual climate of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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centuries. Biology, it was assumed, was history and 'race' determined culture. 
Grundlingh and Parnell, amongst others, capture some of the rhetoric of those 
who claimed to fear the peril of racial mixing and degeneration from amongst 
the writers, the churchmen and the politicians of the age. They were far more 
effective than the few voices of those who aimed at lowering the racial divide 
in the name either of a legally colour-blind and incorporative Cape liberalism 
which had been a powerful inheritance from colonial Victorian days but was 
increasingly in decline or, more interes.tingly, working-class socialism, a per­
spective understood and increasingly urgently pursued by the most far­
sighted leaders of organised labour. 
However, it is too simple to think that intensified racism was a plot from above. 
It clearly was part of something constructed as well from below. The relation­
ship between poor white and black could be complex yet for the most part 
white workers struggled towards the creation of what Stanley Greenberg in his 
comparative study Race and state in capitalist development=' has termed a 
bounded working class. Racial exclusion became a class demand as whites 
felt threatened by the large, alien, increasingly deracinated and potential ly 
politicised black population. Some people that might be classified as 'poor 
whites', as John Bottomley indicates for the Free State, Tim Clynick for the 
Transvaal diamond fields and Verne Harris for northern Natal, did rely on the 
crude exploitation of even poorer blacks. Yet Bottomley, like Tim Keegan 
before him,6 shows that there is no straightforward way to explain why the 
Land Act of 191 3, which cut away the rights of black sharecroppers in 'white' 
South Africa, as well as established a racial division of the land, would inexor­
ably be supported by poorer whites on economic grounds alone. The share­
cropping system actually made poorer white farmers more viable under 
conditions where they alone could be registered as landowners. It is only in far 
broader terms that a racial ideology of uplifting the 'volk' as a whole made 
economic sense. 

In their struggle to capture the poor whites, political movements were torn 
between the need to sponsor redistributive, if not socialist, policies, and their 
continued commitment to capitalist profitability which in turn buttressed the 
fiscal viability of the state which they meant to control. The Union government 
of Louis Botha and J. C. Smuts from 191 o to 1924 had its populist side but is 
usually associated with rather overtly pro-capitalist policies. Thus the growing 
tendency for unemployed white men to look to the state railway network as a 
source of unskilled jobs was checked in the post-World War I slump when the 
railways in the Smuts administration worried about their profits and stopped 
hiring. The war had brought about enormous demand for South African 
products and stimulated a boom that benefited the poor. In its aftermath, 
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however, economic crisis again acutely raised the question of poverty 
amongst a white voting population. 
It is commonly assumed that the Pact government, which brought to power in 
1924 Hertzog's Afrikaner Nationalists together with Labour in a coalition aimed 
at defending the national economy, promoting the interests of the white 
working man and farmer and championing the poor white, changed all this 
radically. In reality, the situation was a good bit more complicated. David 
Yudelman has insisted that both Smuts and Hertzog were leaders of suc­
cessive phases of a complex historical process of 'capturing' the white work­
ing class for a capitalist order in South Africa. Certainly, the Pact government, 
although eager to reverse Smuts's policies and hire large numbers of whites 
on railway and public works jobs, was very concerned not to do anything 
deleterious to capitalist interests generally. This is an important point in the 
essay Tim Clynick has written about the diamond diggings that were dis­
covered in the south-western Transvaal in 1926 which at first seemed to offer 
to the desperately poor whites, both urban and rural, a chance to make it as 
independent diggers. It soon became obvious that the only good living on the 
diamond fields would be made by a handful of merchants, buyers and land­
owners. Political rhetoric aside, the Pact government was unwilling to go 
against the needs of the diamond industry for restricting overall production in 
the interests of upholding prices. 

Similarly, according to Albert Grundlingh, the poor woodcutters of the Knysna 
forests voted Nationalist but they gained no obvious material advantages as a 
result. In other sectors, the situation was somewhat different. Thus Robert 
Morrell believes that state patronage and aid to agriculture genuinely offered 
something concrete to the poorer white farmer with land in Middelburg even 
though he too insists that the Nationalists were in no sense the 'organic' party 
of white workers or farmers. Yet the 'poor whites' never found another political 
home nor did they join forces with the poor more generally. The failure of the 
poor whites to cohere effectively as a class rather gave the Nationalists their 
chance and over time they actively and systematically courted and won the 
allegiance of poor and working class whites while continuing to promote South 
African capitalism. 

The Pact government - despite its rhetorical support for a so-called civilised 
labour policy that would force capital to hire workers at wages fit for white men, 
wages that might provide what a railway worker spokesman in 1918 called, 
according to Gordon Pirie, ' the liberty of white existence; to thrive and to 
progress' - actually did little to bring white men into jobs held at low wages 
by women or children and by those of colour in the private sector. A huge gap 
continued to exist between the lives of the well-paid skilled male workman and 
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the unskilled white worker. The 1925 Wage Act, according to an extensive 
study by Ian Phillips, largely served to retain the existing wage levels although 
it may have acted against the occasional particularly exploitative firm, rather 
than to make any qualitative changes in the structure of wages or the labour 
market. 7 Radical intentions to raise all unskilled wages on the hotly debated 
Australian model were shelved. 
Under the Pact government, many white men got jobs from the state itself. This 
would include policemen and soldiers, foresters and post office employees but 
the railway sector was particularly important. The railways after 1924 reversed 
their earlier policies and radically increased their employment of unskilled 
whites who often replaced African and Indian workers. As Pirie reminds us, 
however, they were not exactly labour aristocrats. Their pay was kept suffi­
ciently low as to discourage featherbedding and to prevent the system from 
becoming uneconomic. 

What one expert called the 'American system' for dealing with the poor, that is 
to say resettlement on the land, was fashionable amongst the uplifters of the 
'poor whites' early in the twentieth century. To this end the state created 
forester communities and agricultural settlements were established by the 
Dutch Reformed Church to bring the volk back from Babylon, its humiliations, 
temptations and horrors. Back to the land was the watchword for a campaign 
to redeem the lost sons and daughters. However, it became increasingly clear 
that such schemes could not really restore prosperity or independence to 
those who had already been thrown off the land decisively, nor were they 
genuinely supported from below. Harris writes that the dependent white farmer 
virtually disappeared in northern Natal from the 1 930s, most vanishing into the 
urban context apart from a fortunate minority that could parlay state aid into 
transformation as capitalist farmers. For the rest, the state was less prepared 
to assist after the demise of the Pact. 

Instead, the future lay in the acquisition of skills and education and in the 
conquering of the city with Its distinctive ways, as Susan Parnell shows. That 
was recognised in the end by the Carnegie Commission volumes, considered 
the magisterial study of poor whiteism in the 1920s, and the solution that 
harmonised best with the needs of capitalism in South Africa. In the urban 
context, moreover, the only way that Nationalist policies actually could carry 
through proposals to segregate the urban working population and clear out 
slum conditions was to develop systematic state housing schemes. This in fact 
largely occurred in the wake of the Great Depression, with its collapse from the 
moderate prosperity of the 1920s into massive economic crisis, not under the 
Pact at all but surprisingly under the Fusion government of Hertzog and Smuts 
(an admirer of the heretical economic reformer Lord Keynes). 
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From the point where South Africa departed from the gold standard in 1 933, 
local industry quickly recovered from the Depression and boom conditions 
were under way within a couple of years. Agriculture remained depressed, 
reinforcing the gap between urban and rural. Of course, the unskil led urban 
migrant to town could not necessarily take advantage of new opportunities but 
his sons and daughters could. The private sector could make use of l iterate 
white foremen and skilled workmen while the state used education and labour 
policies to give potential supporters advantages. The long period of uncer­
tainty and struggle gave way, particularly after the arrival of the r�structured 
National Party into office in 1 948, to the apartheid years. Apartheid has usually 
been interpreted by radical scholars in terms of the political economy of 
control over black workers but it represented as well the triumph of the poor 
white strategies of the politicians for whom it was a crucial element in the 
classless white populist discourse of the new era. 

Wider perspectives 

In this volume, the history of the 'poor white problem' in South Africa can be 
more clearly delineated by two essays which look at the Rhodesian situation. 
From the writing of Philip Stigger, it is clear both that the rather precarious 
existence of the first whites in Rhodesia could have collapsed into poverty and 
that fear of the emergence of a situation identical to that in South Africa was 
an important motivating force for the Rhodesian state in British South Africa 
Company (BSAC) days (1 890-1 923). Yet Stigger is particularly concerned to 
emphasise that there really hardly was an equivalent social problem in South­
ern Rhodesia. This is partly because of the absence of an indigenous (as he 
calls it) white population attached to agriculture there, by comparison with 
South Africa, and partly because the BSAC made sure that whites had easy 
access to cheap land. At the peak of the Depression, Stigger shows that in fact 
the Southern Rhodesian state adopted policies that parallelled those south of 
the Limpopo very well, protecting whites through racist legislation and institu­
tions and the introduction of ameliorative measures, even including the provi­
sion of public service employment at low pay. He shows that eventually in 
Rhodesia, too, the real future for the poorer whites lay in the towns. 

R. J. Challiss points moreover to the importance, in pursuing this argument, of 
formal education. He seconds the shrewd judgment of the Southern Rhode­
sian premier Godfrey Huggins, who wrote that 'I . . .  admit that although our 
youth may be able to play Rugby Football and to preserve their white skins with 
rifles and d ifferential legislation . . .  if they survive, it will be by nothing except 
superior education.' Challis traces the growing commitment of settler society 
to improving the quantity and quality of white education, both in providing 
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white male youth with particular skills and in helping to form a white Rhodesian 
culture in which all felt a part. This commitment was not established uncondi­
tionally without struggle. In the early years, there was opposition to the idea of 
spending much public money on education for the hoi polloi and a special 
problem lay in the existence of a poor Afrikaans speaking rural minority which 
resisted schooling, especially in English. By the 1 930s, the commitment was 
largely generalised, backed up by the provision of a more and more articulated 
institutional structure and indirectly by the channelling of schools for Africans 
into directions that would block African competition for qualifications and 
nullify their overwhelming numerical majority in the territory. Poor whiteism in 
Southern Rhodesia lacked the intensity of the South African article but none­
theless the Rhodesian case is salient because it witnessed an even more 
refined response. It would be interesting elsewhere to look further afield at how 
poor white and equivalent social strata were dealt with and how they made 
their way in somewhat more distant but still very relevant circumstances, say 
in the Portuguese colonies of southern Africa or the sugar islands of the Indian 
Ocean. 

The white bounded working class of South Africa could be fitted into condi­
tions that made for capital accumulation on a very successful basis for a long 
time. However, from the 1 970s, this has been less and less the case. Under the 
banner of reform, the National Party has abandoned its previous efforts to 
protect all whites with a racist safety net. If it is true that the creation of this net 
was vital to apartheid as a system, it must be equally true that this shift marked 
the beginning of a general shift away from apartheid. On the right end of the 
political spectrum, the Conservative Party and, even more unequivocally, 
radicals such as Eugene Terre'blanche of the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging 
(AWB) and Arrie Paulus of the Mine Workers' Union, attacked the government 
in the 1 980s on exactly these .grounds. The AWB run soup kitchens for the 
white poor and fulminate against the 'Geldmag' (Money Power) . Superficially, 
this might be thought to herald a potentially successful counter-attack in 
defence of the bounded white working class. 

I would suggest that this revival of old-time white populist politics and the 
intensification of class conflict amongst whites lacks the strength to destroy 
the dominant state trend. However, F. W. de Klerk has committed himself even 
further than P. W. Botha to the interests of the middle class of all colours in 
South Africa and specifically to the interests of business. Even the Conserva­
tive Party is anything but anti-capitalist. Still less could protection for all whites 
on racial l ines help to solve the accumulation crisis in the current international 
economic context. It is perhaps in observing this kind of contrast between then 
and now, as well as the emphasis this book lays on the complex politics of 
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class in southern Africa that makes a study of the poor whites most relevant to 
the present. Moreover, the study of class politics in white South Africa can also 
illuminate the class politics of a non-racial future South Africa and the way in 
which a post-apartheid regime tackles the massive problem of poverty in an 
economically stagnant society, characterised more than ever by drastic econ­
omic differentiation. 
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Chapter 1 

The poor whites of Middelburg, 
Transvaal, 1 900-1 930: resistance, 

accommodation and class strugg le 

Robert Morrell 

The eastern Transvaal district of Middelburg hosted a large population of poor 
whites until 1930 and beyond. They coexisted with strikingly wealthy white 
landowners, but also with many Africans who suffered similar conditions of 
poverty as themselves. While Africans over time lost their ability to survive off 
the land and were condemned to lives of miserable poverty, the district's poor 
whites for the most part won secure employment and political influence under 
the wing of the National Party. 
The long-run (and sometimes exaggerated) success of the poor whites tends 
to obscure the processes of class struggle that unfolded as they attempted to 
carve a life for themselves in the inhospitable capitalist landscape. This chapter 
attempts to show how the onset of capitalist relations and the actions of the 
state (particularly before 1924) prevented wide-scale and significant economic 
improvements. It also argues that such progress as was made was specific to 
a particular stratum of the poor whites which continued to pursue a life as 
agriculturalists. This stratum became economically distanced from poor 
whites occupying positions which became increasingly proletarianised. While 
the state played a part in this process of class differentiation, the political 
movement of Afrikaner nationalism tended to conceal these class divisions 
under an ideological mantle. The major feature of this process was the growth 
of racism as a code which cemented bonds of ethnic solidarity and racial 
superiority. 

Who were the 'poor whites' and what was the 'poor white 

problem'? 

'Poor white' is an elusive term. Usually used in colonial contexts where blacks 
were in the vast majority, its most general applicability was to all whites who 
were poor. To this broad and bland description should be added a narrower 



. meaning. As Jean Branford points out, the term has a 'derogatory' ring to it. 1 

This emanated from among the ruling classes who looked with disdain, dislike 
and at times alarm at the white proletariat. Yet the poor whites were a fractured 
group. Charles van Onselen, in his study of the Witwatersrand's poor Afrikaner 
population between 1890 and 1 914, has shown how divided they were. On the 
one hand, they were self-employed people providing services or involved in 
petty commodity production (e.g. brick making) and on the other, they were 
the truly destitute without visible means of subsistence.2 While our under­
standing of the processes which marl<ed white proletarianisation has been 
much improved, our knowledge of similar processes in the countryside re­
mains sketchy. In an attempt to go some way towards rectifying this situation, 
this chapter aims to analyse the rural poor white population in class terms. In 
this task the concept of 'labouring and dangerous' classes which Van Onselen 
employed in the urban context will have to be employed with sensitivity and 
caution.3 There is a danger that descriptive categories of this kind will not be 
able fully to reveal the structural basis of class differentiation. 

The poor whites in the countryside differed from their urban brethren in many 
ways, most importantly in that they retained some access to land. This was 
profoundly, though not uniformly, to shape their response to the spread of 
capitalism. While poor whites struggled in various ways to cope with the 
challenges that changes in agriculture placed before them, the state was itself 
grappling with what it saw as the 'poor white problem'. There were two aspects 
of this problem. Agriculture was unproductive and unprofitable. From the 
Milner administration onward efforts were made to raise productivity with 
measures that included encouragin� poor farmers to produce more and thus 
pull themselves our of their poverty. 

The other aspect of the problem concerned the political threat posed by poor 
whites. In order to deal with this threat failed farmers were offered new 
opportunities, jobs were created and relief provided. The intention was to 
convert 'dangerous' class members into conformist class members. Neither 
the state nor capital was able to give this problem the attention it deserved 
because of the other demands placed on resources. The transformation of 
agriculture and the restructuring of native policy (including the streamlining of 
the mines' labour recruiting system, for example) both received priority. For 
this and other reasons the poor white problem was not solved immediately and 
lingered on for another two decades. 

This chapter will attempt to show how a divided poor white population de­
veloped, how different poor white strata acted politically, and how the state 
intervened in these developments. 
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The period 1 875-1 907 

Although there is a paucity of research on the social composition of the ZAR's 
Boer population in the mid-nineteenth century, there are indications of early 
impoverishment. The existence of white poverty and a 'disreputable' class in 
the ZAR was manifest as early as the 1 850s in the Boer settlement of Zoutpans­
berg. By the 1 870s the instances of poverty had become more widespread and 
by the 1 880s there was a significantly large group of landless burghers. The 
dimensions of the problem continued to increase through the next five de­
cades. 5 

In Middelburg some of the first evidence available on poor whites is to be found 
in the history of war against the local Africans. In 1 876 the ZAR called up a 
commando to attack Johannes Dinkwanyane, a Pedi convert based at Mafo­
lofolo. There was much reluctance to participate in this campaign. Many 
reasons have been put forward to explain this, including Boer objections to 
President Burgers' leadership. More recently Peter Delius has argued that 
many Boers refused to go on commando because this disrupted their farming. 
This was probably a pressing consideration but another possible explanation 
was the existence of many poor farmers who refused to f�ht because the 
prospects of loot against the redoubtable Pedi were bleak. When the Boer 
campaign collapsed in August 1 876, Boer soldiers were still needed to man the 
new forts in the area. Volunteers were only attracted by offers of 2 000-morgen 
farms in the Leolu Mountains and free ammunition, meat and grain for six 
months. In addition they received £5 salary a month and horses.7 Although 
P. H. Bisschoff does not state so directly, it seems as though the services of 
poor whites were here being purchased. 
In 1 883 a Boer commando utterly defeated the Ndzundza Ndebele. This 
victory, together with the imperial victory over Sekhukhune's Pedi in 1 879, left 
large areas available for occupation. There was also a need to create an armed 
buffer zone against possible future African attack. In trying to populate Ma­
pochs Gronden, the area concerned, the ZAR sought initially also to obtain 
revenue by selling off the plots. There was little chance of any sales taking 
place, given the poverty of the burghers, and so those who had served in the 
campaign were provided with small plots of eight morgen which, after protests, 
were increased to twelve morgen in 1884. Once these poor whites had been 
settled and the chance of an African rising had diminished, they were left to 
eke out a meagre existence. Instead of providing assistance, the ZAR con­
stantly harassed plotholders. £8 was demanded for registration of ownership 
and threats of eviction were made against those without title deeds. 8 As with 
the twentieth-century poor whites, the Mapochs Gronden settlers were re­
garded as a problem by the state. Stanley Trapido aptly remarks, 'it is incon-

3 



ceivable that burghers with large landed and other interests would have been 
neglected in the way in which the Mapoch settlers were. '9 

The settlers went backwards. Few were able to become viable farmers and 
most increasingly turned to part-time work as transport-riders, labourers, 
carpenters. Many settlers were unable to pay their 1 8s annual tax and less than 
10 per cent owned more than one or two cows. 1 0 

While many of the settlers persevered with farming and attempted to expand 
their holdings, many others began to cfrop out. Increasingly their lives reflected 
growing disillusionment. Their houses were miserable shacks and their cloth­
ing often in tatters. One settler remarked rather exaggeratedly that they 
'walked around naked'. Drunkenness and carousing got so bad that the local 
store which sold liquor was closed down. 1 1  Inhabitants looked to the govern­
ment for rescue. Numerous petitions for assistance were drawn up. None was 
successful. Dissatisfaction with their lot and anger at the government did not 
immediately find organisational expression or surface as a coherent social 
response. I t  was the development of the Witwatersrand in the 1 890s and the 
creation of urban and industrial job opportunities that provided these poor 
whites with a focus for their feelings of alienation. No longer would they be 
forced to remain in the countryside. Johannesburg, the city of gold, beckoned. 

The South African War accelerated the spread of poor whiteism. As E. L. P. 
Stals puts it, the war 'drove the bywoners from the farms to the burgher camps 
and from the burgher camps to the towns'. 1 2  According to Stals 15 000 Boers 
became uneducated labourers or landless 'bywoners'. Those who remained 
on the land were 'totally ruined'. 1 3  Although Milner's Reconstruction adminis­
tration poured money into agriculture, it neglected the interests of poor 
farmers and those worst hit by the war. 1 4  Consequently in the years following 
the war the Transvaal Legislative Assembly was bombarded with petitions 
most of which complained about hard times and the failure of the British 
administration to provide aid. Paul Rich has suggested that these measures 
were part of an attempt to weaken the poor Boer farmers so that they would 
be 'swamped by large-scale English settlement' . 1 5  Milner's hopes for an 
English-dominated countryside never materialised. 1 6  But a result of his ag­
rarian programme was that more and more Boer farmers became impover­
ished. 

In  1 907, when the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) decided to establish its own 
settlement, the state decided to assist by purchasing the necessary land. The 
De Lagersdrift labour colony was thus born. Destined to receive only stinting 
government aid, it became the focus of the 'poor white solution' in Middelburg 
for the next thirty years. 
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Agriculture and class differentiation 

During the period under discussion the geographical location of poor whites 
in the district altered. From ear1y on the rugged bushveld on the borders of 
Pediland was the home of many poor farmers. The flat, rich highveld around 
the town of Middelburg was the domain of the wealthy farmers. On their farms 
lived the 'bywoners' who enjoyed various types of lease agreement. Once 
displaced, these 'bywoners' tended to migrate to Mapochs Gro.nden and De 
Lagersdrift in the hope of maintaining their agricultural l ifestyle._ Even here, 
though, the areas available to them shrank as capital ised farmers opened up 
the area with large irrigation schemes. Other 'bywoners' were concentrated in 
the sandy area around Wolvefontein, to the south of Middelburg town. Here 
farming was not profitable nor conducive to heavy capital outlay and land­
owners continued to allow 'bywoners' to remain. A final group that was on the 
margins of poor-whiteism could be found on the headwaters of the Steelpoort 
River on plots on the subdivided farm Witpoort. Here simple irrigation tech­
niques allowed many to remain solvent, though there was nevertheless a high 
rate of failure. 

It was difficult in twentieth-century South Africa to be a successful farmer. No 
longer was a 3 ODO-morgen farm a guarantee of comfortable l ife. Capital now 
was required. New techniques and technology had to be utilised. Credit in the 
ear1y years of the century was tight and farmers found that without capital they 
could make l ittle progress. Some farmers like Esrael Lazarus, the mealie and 
potato king of Kinross, and J. D. Heyns, Middelburg's member in the Legisla­
tive Assembly (MLA) and owner of a number of rich Highveld farms, suc­
ceeded in overcoming the obstacles. They prospered and were able to expand 
their operations, buy new farms, employ wage labourers and experiment with 
hybrid seeds and stock. But many others fell on hard times. They began 
passing mortgage bonds over their properties. Debts mounted as agricultural 
prices stayed low and natural calamities bit deep. Some of the first victims of 
this process were the white 'bywoners'. Rich farmers had no place for them as 
all available land was used for cultivation or pasturage. The small farmer was 
also forced to get rid of 'bywoners' in order to remain solvent. The use of 
'bywoners' was expensive, especially when compared with African labour 
tenants, and increasingly 'bywoners' found themselves unwelcome. Discard­
ing 'bywoners' did not always save struggling farmers and before long many 
were forced to sell up and lease smaller properties. Here too agriculture 
proved an uncharitable profession and former land owners began to experi­
ence poverty. The farmers who became smallholders or sharecroppers were 
committed to remaining on the land and believed in the chances it offered. 
There were instances of success to justify their belief in the viability of farming. 
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In 1920 a cultivator from Mapochs Gronden testified before the Unemployment 
Commission: 

There is a man here who through the drought has been squeezed out of 
Uppington [sic] . He lost all his sheep . . .  that man [now] gets his natives 
and his draught animals and his men and everything from the owner who 
lives in Belfast . . .  the owner is making £400 clear profit and the bijwoner 
also has about £400. 17  

Success stories such as these bolstered confidence in agriculture and kept 
near-destitute farmers on the land. But in reality once farmers had lost their 
land, life was a real struggle. The Witpoort smallholders earned £50 a year, 
barely enough to cover lease repayments. 1 8  And many were even worse off 
than this. 

In the district of Middelburg I made the acquaintance of a very sympathetic 
type of old Transvaler, 82 years of age and still a good horseman, who 
had lived practically all his life on the land of other people. He once held 
a 'burgher-right' farm, but promptly sold it for £6. ('And that for paper 
money', he added himself. ) A little later he owned a few irrigable plots in 
the village of Nylstroom and cultivated these for several years. But sud­
denly, when his young orange trees were just beginning to bear, he 
abandoned this land, and he took no steps when later he learnt that the 
plots were to be sold by auction for overdue rent. For many years he 
farmed with stock on other people's land and finally obtained an allotment 
on Mapochs Gronden. After the South African War he sold this plot and 
lived for a while on the church colony of De Lagersdrift. When about 60 
years of age he decided to try his luck in Rhodesia and bartered his cattle 
for a span of donkeys, but just before reaching the Limpopo he changed 
his mind and turned back. Today he is living with his children, who are all 
poor. 1 9 

The fortunes of failed farmers varied but by and large they appear to have 
stayed on the land. Even the impoverished 82 year old mentioned above did 
not seek refuge in the city. 

For 'bywoners' the descent into poverty was also rapid. In  the nineteenth 
century 'bywoners' occupied a respected position within Boer society. 'There 
were many men, owners of good farms, who were only too glad if you came 
and stayed with them. You might have well been a wealthier man than the 
owner and "you were equally boss". '20 By 1908, however, the Transvaal 
lndigency Commission reported that 'bywoners' had all but become a 'separ­
ate and inferior class of society'.21 In 1920 the weak position of 'bywoners' was 
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confirmed. P. Bothma, a Mapochs Gronden sharecropper, gave evidence to 
the Unemployment Commission: 

Q. If you have not got land here how do you exist, how do you make a 
living? 

A We have a hard time. One lives this way and another that way. 22 

As Verne Harris shows, the word 'bywoner' refers to people who had very 
different types of agricultural relationships.23 In Middelburg it is important to 
distinguish between discretionary 'bywoners' who were successful farmers 
even though they leased land, and those who were 'bywoners' out of 
necessity. The latter category were in subordinate positions in agriculture; they 
were dictated to by farm owners and were increasingly prone to eviction. For 
this category of person there was no prospect of landownership. As early as 
1914 a farmer offered the opinion that 'many white people now do not have 
any great expectation of having ground themselves in the future'.24 Fortunes 
declined steadily. A Middelburg farmer, Sarel Eloff, vouched for this in 1920: 

Q. Do many poor people come into Middelburg for instance from outside 
areas? 

A Yes, they do come in. 

Q. And what happens when they come in? 

A They try to find work and they go backwards more and more, that is 
all.2s 

Amongst 'bywoners' who were still committed to the soil there were also 
significant differences. Some of those who had owned farms, who possessed 
agricultural skills and put their trust in the countryside, managed to make 
progress. At De Lagersdrift some plotholders accumulated cattle and im­
proved their lands and in this way laid the foundations for a return to full-scale 
commercial farming. 
Other 'bywoners' who aspired to become commercial farmers tried to raise 
money from the land or commercial banks to buy farms - a thankless task 
without land to offer as security. Some trekked to the diamond fields of 
Hopetown and Lichtenburg and yet others took wage employment on the 
railways or wherever they could find it all in the hope of remitting money to save 
their threatened agricultural enterprises. Although these tactics were rarely 
successful many persisted in the vain hope of a windfall or good fortune. 26 

Many others were not prepared to accept the discipline of the De Lagersdrift 
colony or the confines of a small plot and saw little chance of becoming 
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commercially successful. Many such people lived in Mapochs Gronden. Far 
from Middelburg or any other white town, they practised a mixed economy of 
hunting, transport riding and sharecropping which allowed them relative inde­
pendence. They avoided the demands of landlords and the clutches of debtors 
and tried to rebuild the frontier life of the earlier Afrikaner settlers. Their choice 
was nothing new in the Transvaal. In 1876/77, for example, the Thirstland 
trekkers had set off in search of frontier conditions in South West Africa 
(Namibia) . As Neil Parsons notes, ' these trekkers were landless burghers . . .  
who had followed the old trekboer life of hunting and herding which was fast 
disappearing in the Transvaal as the land passed into private ownership'.27 

When 'pioneer conditions' ceased to obtain in Mapochs Gronden28 or when 
the burden of small plot farming or sharecropping became too much, the 
option of trekking was again considered. Mobility was not a problem; few 
owned land or possessed many cattle. 29 As late as 1923 therefore there were 
reports of Middelburgers trekking off to Mozambique in search of pioneer 
conditions. 30 

In contrast to those who had put their faith in the land, there were many who 
made little or no progress at De Lagersdrift or Mapochs Gronden. This class 
was described by a Department of Lands official: 

There is another class - not as a rule the fixed 'bywoner' but the 
semi-townsman, the transport rider, and the diamond digger who, what­
ever treatment is meted out will fail and do what they can to outwit the 
Government . . .  leniency to this class is wasted: of gratitude there is little; 
and honour in the matter of keeping promises is almost unknown amongst 
them.31  

To this 'class' of person can be added those who had lived in towns and 
returned, for whatever reason, to the countryside. As we shall see below, 
efforts were made in the late Reconstruction period to move poor whites out 
of the towns and into the countryside.32 There were major problems associ­
ated with this. A Lands Department inspector outlined the position: 

The 'poor white' who had tasted town life gave a great deal of trouble . . .  
they seemed in some cases to be quite indifferent as to what happened 
to the stock [leased from government] and the wrongful disposal of the 
latter did not seem to be regarded by many of them as a serious offence. 33 

White proletarians resettled on the land were clearly not enamoured with life in 
the countryside. Nor were they taken in by the state-sponsored country idylls. 
They did not like the rigours of agriculture nor the discipline enforced by the 
DRC at De lagersdrift and the Lands Department at Mapochs Gronden. More 
often than not the reluctant proletarian settler would defy authority by leaving 
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his/her allotment and then, by slow degree, would trek back to the city. In the 
process government equipment and loan cattle would be sold to pay off debts 
and the pursuing state debtors would be skilfully evaded.34 

Exact figures concerning the return to the cities are not available, but numer­
ous Lands Department reports testify to white migration. The Rand seemed the 
most common destination though the Western Transvaal diamond fields were 
not far behind.35 

The difficulties of rural life and the experience of the cities had the effect of 
developing in proletarian settlers and disenchanted 'bywoners' habits that 
were horrific to the more respectable members of the community. Apart from 
the lack of respect for property (which manifested itself, among other ways, in 
the unlawful sale of government goods and theft) some Middelburgers took to 
gambling and became drunkards. Stols, a Mapochs Gronden resident, for 
example, 'distilled peach brand�by inverting one "kaffir" pot over another and 
drank the stuff as It trickled out'. Such anti-social behaviour was probably the 
result of a disillusionment with country life. Despair and aimless recklessness 
was paralleled in many cases by a surly and defiant attitude towards authority. 
C. C. Scheepers, a De Lagersdrift settler, for example, was 'not prepared to 
obey the regulations of the colony in that he absolutely refused to dip his cattle 
when he was told to do so. He encouraged other settlers, who had hitherto 
been obedient, to defy the regulations as he did, and he was therefore an 
entirely undesirable person. ·37 

In this section I have given a materialist foundation to the description of poor 
whites by examining their different relationships with the elements of produc­
tion. Non- or only partial access to the means of production permitted poor 
whites only a tenuous ability to subsist. Those included in this category would 
be people still possessing instruments of production, but who either lacked the 
capacity to use them successfully, or who could not get access to the means 
of production. We could also include those with access (often limited, but not 
necessarily so) to the means of production but without the necessary labour, 
or capital, or instruments of production to make a living. People experiencing 
these material conditions might float from job to job, trying transport-riding, 
casual wood-cutting, ploughing, share-cropping, semi-independent cultiva­
tion on rented land, or some form of wage labour. Their's would be a twilight 
existence between the lives of a peasant and a proletarian. The other section 
of the rural poor white population consisted of people still trying to rescue 
themselves from poverty, fighting the proletarian option by pouring their 
remaining resources into the land. These two categories, often hazy and 
overlapping, were the material basis for the distinction of 'dangerous' and 
'labouring' classes. 
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While one group still believed that their salvation lay in agriculture, the other 
no longer saw agriculture as a way out of its predicament. The latter group was 
disillusioned with life and unable to find a niche in society. Increasingly 
alienated from government and society, these poor whites drifted on the edges 
of the lumpenproletariat, never quite becoming full-scale criminals and retain­
ing a glimmer of hope that the state would restore to them the fruits of 
respectability and a place in society.38 

Poor white policy and rebel l ion, 1 907-1 91 5 

In 1907 the De Lagersdrift colony was set up by the DRC. Eight years later a 
rising broke out among Middelburg's 'dangerous' whites. In between these 
years, the Union of South Africa was established and a period of drought and 
depression experienced. Union had little effect on Middelburg's poor whites, 
but the drought and depression affected them a lot. 

In 1 907 the DRC's Commission for Poor Whites (CPW) established De Lagers­
drift as a partial attempt to remedy the poor white problem. Lord Milner, 
Governor of the Transvaal, had done very little to address this question, with 
the exception of setting up some settlements for demobilised soldiers and 
destitute burghers. These had met with minimal success. In the meantime the 
problem of poor whites in the urban areas grew worse. This was partially 
alleviated by an agreement between the Het Volk and the Chamber of Mines 
after the 1907 strike to permit the entry of poor Afrikaners into the industry. 39 
Some 2 000 to 3 000 found immediate employment at the expense of ousted, 
radical European workers. Nevertheless the urban poor white problem persist­
ed and together with the danger it was perceived to pose for Afrikaner 
'volkseenheid' prompted the DRC to involve itself more fully.40 

Initially the CPW used De Lagersdrift as a solution to the urban poor white 
problem. Urban Afrikaners were offered plots (rentfree for the first year) and 
assistance. The first intake of settlers arrived late in 1907 and came predomi­
nantly from the Witwatersrand. Before the year was out many had returned to 
the city. Those who remained found the colony regulations irksome and friction 
soon developed. The failure of crops gave impetus to desertion.41 

The initial failure of the colony to tie white proletarians to the land and apparent 
state apathy saw a rise in anti-government feeling amongst poor whites. Het 
Volk, the Afrikaner nationalist party, had not received universal support at its 
inception in 190342 and its inability to rescue poor whites after it had taken 
power in the 1907 election deepened feelings of disenchantment that were 
already well developed.43 
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After Union things got no better at De Lagersdrift. The new government refused 
to bail out the DRC. Debts rose and the CPW sought to recover its position by 
raising rents in 191 3. In addition it began to eject unproductive and rebellious 
settlers since these were deemed to be a threat to the success of the settle­
ment as a whole. From this point on efforts to save the urban poor whites by 
programmes of rural resettlement were abandoned. Instead energy was con­
centrated on helping destitute 'bywoners' who had better prospects of suc­
cess. Although settlers showed little ability to transform themselves into viable 
small-holding farmers, and the rate of desertion continued to be high, there 
was a constant flow of new settlers into the colony. These new arrivals were 
not from the cities but were 'bywoners' who could no longer obtain a 'sit­
plek' .44 

The condition of farmers outside De Lagersdrift was no better than inside the 
colony. Evictions of 'bywoners' continued and struggling smallhold or in­
debted farmers made little headway in shoring up their positions. Credit was a 
major problem. A co-operative was established at Middelburg to assist in this 
regard. An instant flood of credit applications indicated the serious predica­
ment of many farmers. The co-operative was not able to solve the problem of 
credit shortage: instead, after 1914 the government began putting the brake 
on the provision of credit which it believed was irresponsibly liberal. 
Meanwhile in the cities the flow of Afrikaners into mining was accelerated by 
the 191 1 Mines and Works Act which created a job colour bar that reserved 
certain skilled and semi-skilled jobs for whites. The gold-mining industry was 
at this time the scene of rising white labour militancy. In 191 3 and 1914 major 
strikes occurred. Afrikaners were clearly involved in these strikes but it is a 
matter for conjecture whether their militant worker response to capitalism 
either had an effect on rural forms of resistance, or, more directly, whether it 
affected the 1914 Rebellion. 
In October 1914 the Rebellion broke out in the northern Orange Free State and 
western Transvaal after an officer in the Defence Force, S. G. Maritz, had 
deserted to the German forces in South West Africa. For a long time the 
Rebellion has been treated by historians as the product of Afrikaner Republi­
cans inspired to rebel by the government's decision to fight the Germans. 
Recently David Yudelman has argued that the rebels of 1914 shared with the 
gold-mine strikers a common alienation from both the state and imperial 
capital. 45 This is an important observation but Yudelman fails to explore it 
further. Consequently no analysis of the class position of the rebels is at­
tempted. 
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It might appear strange that research on Middelburg should shed light on this 
question, because the eastern Transvaal is not normally considered to have 
been affected by the Rebellion. J. J. Alberts, MLA for Standerton, testified to 
the Judicial Commission of Enquiry into the Rebellion that 'there was no unrest 
among the people in these parts. No rising occurred among the people in 
Standerton and Middelburg, and there was no spirit of rebellion in the eastern 
parts of the province so far as I know. '46 Rodney Davenport followed this 
evidence when his article on the Rebellion omitted any reference to unrest in 
the eastern Transvaal.47 In a sense, these interpretations are ·correct for 
General C. H. Muller's rebels only penetrated as far as Bronkhorstspruit where 
they were defeated on 7 November 191 4 by government forces. 48 

Yet, scarcely one and a half months later, the police in Middelburg reported 
'persistent rumours . . .  of further trouble when the Lydenburg, Carolina and 
Middelburg commandos mobilise here' . These rumours were not without 
foundation. Plans were being made by the Middelburg poor to form a 'Rebel 
party' of 450 men, 'most of whom are from Middelburg North towards Ma­
pochs Land', and to march on Middelburg where the Dutch flag would be 
hoisted. A major point at issue was the SWA campaign and the leaders of the 
agitation threatened to 'shoot any person who volunteers for the front'. On 1 2  
January 191 5 a meeting took place at which it was decided to march on the 
Middelburg Charge Office and release a prisoner there. The march was a 
shambles and the 200 marchers were broken up by seven armed policemen. 
The leaders were arrested and eight men were charged with sedition and 1 07 
for refusing to serve in SWA. 
Although the Rebellion is normally considered to have ended in December 
191 4, Eric Rosenthal comments that rebels continued to surrender until Fe­
bruarY 191 5 and that the 'very last man under arms was only caught on March 
23' .49 Under these circumstances it is possible to see the Middelburg rising as 
a part of the 191 4 Rebellion though an account for its late spread is still 
awaited. 
The Middelburg rebels came from the poorest areas of the district - Mapochs 
Gronden in the north and Gloria/Wolvefontein in the south - and were not the 
people who longed for a life in the countryside. Rather they were semi-rural 
proletarians with little prospect of full employment either in the towns or the 
countryside. 50 This appears to be consistent with the composition of rebel 
forces elsewhere.51 Historians have often missed this point by looking too 
closely at the leadership of the Rebellion and not closely enough at the rank 
and file. 
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General de la Rey, one of the planners of the Rebellion, was involved in putting 
down the miners' strike in July 1913. General Beyers acted against the 1914 
strikers. And General de Wet, leader of the OFS rebels, frequently expressed 
disapproval of strikes and worker militancy. The lack of sympathy for the plight 
of white workers can be explained with reference to the class position of the 
generals. They were members of a class of notables who had been unseated 
in the South African War and replaced by Randlords at the apex of power. 
While, in the Transvaal, notables gained access to power through their support 
of the SAP and their inclusion in the Gold and Maize alliance, OFS notables 
were excluded. They therefore turned to armed struggle to re-establish them­
selves as part of the ruling power bloc. Their followers, on the other hand, were 
poverty-stricken men of the soil with an axe to grind against both capitalism 
and British imperialism. As De Wet said, many of his followers were not 
'gentlemen' but 'slumdwellers'. They showed their dissatisfaction with their 
position not only by joining the rebels but by looting when given the chance. 52 
It is not surprising that Johannesburgers, unemployed or marginally em­
ployed, should have identified with the struggle of their rural counterparts. 
Stals points out that they made no secret of their sympathy for the Rebellion 
though they never actually supported it. 53 

The rebels were for the most part the products of Milner's policy to keep poor 
whites in the countryside, just as they were the victims of mistaken Afrikaner 
nationalist belief in the virtue and viability of life in the countryside. They were 
thus only partially proletarianised and as such possessed a schizoid approach 
to life - pulled at one moment towards the bright lights of the cities and the 
next towards the verdant pastures of the platteland. But neither vision materi­
alised and they became disappointed both by the absence of opportunities in 
the cities and the poor prospects of farming. They were a class in limbo and 
thus were unable to identify with, or fully support, the interests of striking Rand 
workers. Although both were oppressed by capital, workers and poor whites 
had different relationships: workers were engaged in a struggle to secure and 
strengthen their positions as wage-earners, poor whites on the other hand 
were struggling to retain their economic independence and avoid becoming 
subordinated to capital. As Yudelman states, workers and poor whites faced 
'capital and the state on separate occasion and alone'.54 State policy going 
back to Milner, the uneven development of capitalism and ideological rem­
nants of a country idyll combined to prevent a united and concerted attack on 
the state in the second decade of the twentieth century. 

The failure of the Rebellion did not end the opposition of Middelburg's poor 
whites to the state, but it did change the direction. Five months after the rising 
the National Party (NP) held its first meeting in the Middelburg district at 

1 4  



Tonteldoos, the capital of Mapochs Gronden. Two NP speakers, Joubert and 
Moll, condemned the Botha-Smuts government in particular and the British in 
general. 'All the rights of Afrikaners are being trampled and destroyed by the 
government', they alleged, and then harked back to the South African War by 
reminding their audience how 'the women and children were murdered and 
forgotten'. Finally they injected a local note by insisting that the rebels had 
been unfairly punished. This political activity was carefully monitored by the 
local police especially as Middelburg's magistrate, R. F. Aling, feared that 
'harmful results' would arise because of 'the peculiar class of people to whom 
they [the comments] are addressed'. Aling need not have worried. From 1915 
onward the district's poor increasingly looked to the NP and the white Parlia­
ment for their salvation.55 

The NP was not the organic party of poor whites. Far from it. Its leaders were 
drawn from the former class of notables. Farmers and landlords dominated in 
the organisation, though later on members of the new petty bourgeoisie began 
to make an impact. For all this, the NP struck a resonant chord with poor 
whites. It was committed to 'building a nation with words'. In addition it 
challenged 'British imperialism' (which crudely translated into opposition to 
Hoggenheimer, the Unionists and 'Sapp� and appealed to familiar and heroic 
images derived from the Afrikaner past. In the absence of any rival body to 
represent their interests, poor whites worked with the NP, seeking through it to 
express their discontent. Much of their dissatisfaction stemmed from the onset 
of capitalism and its hard-nosed business ethic which broke down traditional 
ties of rural community and gave birth to a landless class. Race prejudice 
shrouded this reality and the NP's identification of blacks as the reason for the 
poor white problem therefore proved very appealing. 

The separation of poor whites from blacks 

Becoming a poor white meant not only becoming poor, it also involved a 
change in class position and world view. Contemporary observers described 
this transition as people ' losing their self-respect and their characters'. This in 
turn led to the spread of ' lazy sickness', a 'disease' which well-to-do farmers 
disparagingly accused poor whites of suffering from.57 

Changes in the world view of poor whites contained two potential threats. 
Those who bucked authority and failed to work conscientiously challenged the 
state's efforts to install a work ethic in the growing labour force. Secondly there 
was a danger that poor whites would continue to defy or challenge the state. 
This might take at least four forms: a rural rising of dispossessed whites, a 
white proletarian revolt in the cities, a combination of the two, or a non-racial 
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class alliance against the state. The first two scenarios were acted out in 1914 
and 1922, the third came close to realisation in both those years, yet the fourth 
and potentially most serious was avoided. An explanation for the absence of 
an alliance between impoverished blacks and whites in the countryside is the 
purpose of this section. 

A development that greatly worried state officials was cohabitation between 
different races. In 1 909 some English settlers in the Waterberg established 
themselves among Africans and, according to a Sub Native Commissioner 
(SNC) began 'breeding a tribe of half-caste children'.58 Such instances were 
in fact rare but they invoked, in the mind of the official, images of black-white 
co-operation which could lead either to a joint uprising or to the long-term 
destruction of the white race. 59 

In the late 191 Os poor whites began moving into areas previously occupied 
exclusively by Africans. They were forced to do this as the frontier of capitalist 
farming in the district began expanding northward, eroding as it did the last 
havens of poor white occupation. Although poor whites, like whites in general, 
regarded Africans as inferior, there was the danger that some who had been 
thoroughly alienated from the white community would countenance some sort 
of social or political co-operation to add to the already substantial economic 
interaction with Africans that existed.60 Alternatively there was the possibility 
of poor whites aggravating relations with Africans. Cases were, for example, 
reported of poor whites employing Africans and then, to avoid paying them, 
treating them so badly that they ran away. This kind of behaviour was consist­
ent with notions held by the 'Bushveld community' which Leipoldt described 
as 'at heart imbued with the same sentiments towards the natives as their 
forefathers who were slave-owners . . .  the native is a chattel to be treated as 
such'.61 

Whites, but particularly poor whites, liked to blame their agricultural failure on 
African competition. In 191 3 the Natives Land Act had in part been motivated 
by such arguments.62 After 191 3 ,  with the supposed threat of peasant compe­
tition removed, poor white farmers continued to battle. There were obvious 
reasons for this. South African agriculture was inefficient and farmers in 
general experienced severe profitability crises. In attempting to overcome this, 
farmers became more market conscious and competitive. This led to the 
eviction of 'bywoners' and small plots became less profitable. Poor whites 
blamed some of their misfortune on big farmers and the SAP, but they reserved 
their major grievance for blacks with whom they now earnestly began to 
compete for resources. 63 They argued that the platteland was undergoing 
'verswarting'. A typical example of this is to be found in the Carnegie Com­
mission (1932). ' In Pretoria and Middelburg, Transvaal, "bywoners" and also 
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government officials stated that the Kaffirs on bushveld farms (who have to 
work only 90 days) are often more prosperous than most of the poor white 
farm population but that a white man never gets a chance on these farms. '64 

Ernest Stubbs, influential Rustenburg Magistrate and Native Commissioner 
(NC), and the Native Affairs Department (NAD) played upon white fears and 
advocated segregation in the 1910s and 1920s.65 Rejecting arguments for 
gradual racial integration, Stubbs warned South African whites of the 'tighte­
ning coils' of African society which would ultimately crush white civilisation if 
Africans were allowed to share in the system. 

Parallel to Stubbs's view of segregation was the state-sponsored idea that 
settlement in the countryside was the best available means to solve problems 
of dislocation or, to put it another way, the poor white problem. While Stubbs 
urged that rural areas be set aside for exclusive African occupation, other 
government officials argued the need for rural areas to be freed for the 
resettlement of whites. There was of course competition for land between 
white capitalist farmers and poor whites, but there was some agreement on the 
need for pure white zones of settlement. Although many poor whites were not 
interested in a life in the countryside, the state persisted with its plans to solve 
the poor white problem in the rural areas.66 As Barrington Moore points out, 
this was a not uncommon state response to social crisis. In the early 1930s, 
for example, the Nazis sought to prevent peasants from uniting with workers 
by presenting 'the romantic image of an idealized peasant, "the free man on 
free land" . . .  stressing the point that, for the peasant, land is more than a means 
with which to earn a living; it has all the sentimental overtones of Heimat to 
which the peasant feels himself far more closely connected that the white 
collar worker with his office or the individual worker with his shop'.67 

In the urban areas Colonel Stallard was pushing a similar line.68 As Sue Parnell 
shows, the supposed corrupting influence of Africans on whites was here too 
one of the reasons for the intensified attention paid by urban authorities to end 
integrated urban areas in the 1920s and 1930s. 69 It should not be forgotten, 
however, that a vigorous campaign for racial legislation Gob colour bar) was 
also being waged by white miners. This together with poor white demands for 
protection from black competition in the countryside must also have in­
fluenced state policy. 

Policy towards poor white and African in Middelburg followed the trend set in 
the cities. NAD officials monitored race relations and only permitted white entry 
into the reserves where the applicant was deemed not to be an 'undesirable 
person·.70 In some cases, where the NAD had doubts about the calibre of an 
applicant, limitations were imposed. In 1925, for example, a prospector was 
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'expressly forbidden to trespass in Native kraals and lands' .  NAO officials in the 
district were particularly concerned about the effects of poor white-African 
interaction and did all they could to prevent it. In 1927 a blacksmith was 
refused a licence on the grounds that it was 'undesirable for Europeans 
verging on Poor Whites, to settle permanently in Native Areas'. In 1928 a similar 
ruling was made when a group of poor whites attempted to buy a farm cheaply 
in the reserve. The NC advised against the sale saying 'it was bound to lead to 
friction sooner or later as has been proved over and over again in these 
parts' .11 -

The efforts of the NAO were successful. Their administrative barriers to the 
reserves were reinforced by ideological barriers. Racist beliefs amongst rural 
Afrikaners in such things as telegony - that is, sex with an African could leave 
the blood of a white tainted forever - discouraged most whites from pursuing 
closer relations with blacks. 72 

Another reason for the failure of an alliance between black and white to emerge 
was the role played by the NP in emphasising racial differences. In 191 3 Tobie 
Muller, an Afrikaner Nationalist, made this typical statement: 'Against the 
natives every white man was one, no matter whence he came. ' The NP's first 
Programme of Principles in 1914 echoed the same theme: 'The foundations of 
our welfare rest on the unity of the European population. '73 Support for the NP 
and its policies was cemented when General Louis Botha called out the citizen 
force against the rebels in 1914. Botha's action was seen as ' rank treachery to 
the Afrikaner cause' and served to detach Afrikaner support from the SAP. This 
support was retained by the emotive commitment to keeping the 'white man 
from becoming a white nigger'.74 

In the town of Middelburg the racial issue that attracted most concern was the 
'Asiatic menace'. In October 1919 a branch of the Transvaal Whites' Protection 
League (TWPL) was established which brought together both NP and SAP 
supporters. Its object was to protect 'the natural rights and legitimate interests 
of all persons of the Transvaal against Asiatic encroachment'. Its support came 
largely from white traders in competition with Indian traders. The effect of the 
movement was, according to the Middelburg Observer commentator, 'Wire­
less Whispers', to render 'political differences as dead as the proverbial 
doornail'. There were Middelburgers who did not support the TWPL. Some of 
these people shared houses with Asians and coloureds and, according to 
'Wireless Whispers' subscribed to Bolshevism. They were a 'threat to the 
prosperity of the country', he wrote. While a minority of poor whites resisted 
the racist overtures, most did not. By the early 1920s the racial problem had 
become a rallying point for the vast majority of whites. In 1923 a weapons 
display was greeted deliriously by the district's white inhabitants because it 
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would 'be an object lesson to the native population who out number us here 
by 50 to one'. In March 1924 the NP and SAP decided to act jointly against the 
'racial menace'. The obsession of local whites rose to fever pitch in July when 
a white nurse was raped. The 'Black Peril' was on everyone's l ips and the local 
newspaper reported 'an intense craving for revenge' .  Revenge was duly 
obtained when a month later an African, protesting his innocence to the l ast, 
was sentenced to death. 75 

The 'Black Peril' was much exaggerated.76 In Middelburg there were few other 
instances of open opposition to white supremacy that could be construed as 
'Black Peril ' .  In the north Africans engaged in incendiarism against the intru­
sion of white farmers (December 1924) and to the west African coal miners 
went on strike (September 1927) . It was the Industrial and Commercial Wor­
kers' Union of Africa (ICU), however, that engendered the greatest panic. Farm 
workers belonging to the ICU began to challenge white authority and in the 
township the ICU urged Africans to ignore the racist laws which, for example, 
prohibited African use of the sidewalks. The Middelburg Observer reflected 
the feelings of townspeople by asserting that the ICU was 'plainly Anti-White'.77 
African defiance of labour demands, increased instances of crop and stock 
theft, and competition for resources (grazing and wood) led to the blame for 
all ills being placed on Africans. In 1927 poor white property owners in the 
reserve complained that 'the influence of natives on our volk is extremely 
injurious' . In 1928 De L.agersdrift settlers called for the establishment of a 
police station because of 'difficulty with natives'.78 It is perhaps not coinciden­
tal that these complaints came at a time of heightened ICU activity and during 
the African National Congress presidency of the communist-leaning J. T. 
Gumede.79 

It was on the issue of race that white farmers, white workers and poor whites 
found a common way to articulate their otherwise diverse class interests. White 
miners had made their most dogmatic statement on race in 1922 when their 
slogan was 'Workers of the World unite for a White South Africa'. In Middel­
burg's coal mines anti-black sentiment based on a struggle over jobs was 
equally present. 80 At least on this issue the NP and South African Labour Party 
could feel close. The result was the Pact's election victory in 1924. Just as 
important was the emasculation of white l abour and the taming of poor whites. 
With Africans presented and perceived as enemy number one, capital was 
able more freely to mould a compliant supportive class.81 
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The Rand rebellion and the Pact period 

There have been few instances in South African history of dominated classes 
organising across the town-country divide. The ICU managed it in the late 
1920s and the ANC arguably managed it in the 1950s, but by and large, 
organisation has been basically either urban or rural. In retrospect it can be 
seen that rural and urban poor whites failed to unite. Yet there were times when 
the chasm between the two fractions seemed bridgeable. The question is thus 
raised: what was the relationship betw_een rural poor whites and urban white 
workers and the unemployed? Immediately one frames the question a host of 
problems crop up. As has been pointed out, there were deep divisions 
amongst rural poor whites. The same was true for the urban proletariat where 
the original divide between skilled and unskilled workers became blurred to be 
replaced by other divisions reflecting different sectoral and political positions. 
So one has to beware of making generalisations that gloss over these differen­
ces. One also has to avoid the mistake of assuming two hermetically sealed 
spheres of town and countryside. 
Despite these qualifications there are hints of a closer relationship between 
urban and rural poor whites. This was based on similar class interests which 
in turn led to a shared antipathy for the SAP. While both rural and urban poor 
whites were committed to a white-dominated state neither was satisfied with 
the economic grip of the Randlords or the political power of the SAP. The NP 
capitalised on this and began drawing enthusiastic support from the white 
poor who had hitherto only expressed intermittent interest in party politics. In 
1921 Smuts toured the Transvaal rural areas in an attempt to garner support. 
He was met with considerable hostility, which he put down to the fact that 'the 
landless bywoner is very definitely attaching himself to the Nationalist cause'. 
There were good reasons for this tendency. The agricultural policies of the 
Smuts government did not help poor or landless farmers. The government­
supported co-operative scheme in which the rural poor placed great hope 
proved a big disappointment. In Middelburg the co-operative could not and 
would not meet the credit demands of its poor members. There were other 
dissatisfactions too - over the price of maize offered to producers and over 
'middlemen' costs. The local NP MLA, J. D. Heyns, exploited these grievances 
when he visited De Lagersdrift to campaign for the 1 921 election. He increased 
his majority in that election.82 

As poor whites consolidated behind the NP there were also moves to narrow 
the gap between the NP and the SALP which was strong in the coal-mining 
areas around Witbank. In January 1 920 the NP and LP discussed the possi­
bility of a joint candidate to stand against the SAP and although the parties 
eventually put forward their own candidates, these negotiations did suggest 
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that there was common ground between them.83 Whether such commonality 
was enough to dispose supporters of the two parties to ally only the crisis of 
1 922 would determine. 

At the end of 1 921 Witbank's white coal miners went on strike. Since 1 9 1 9  they 
had been in constant conflict with management and the deteriorating econ­
omic climate heightened tension. A general strike was called on 1 January 
1 922 and in anticipation of violence police patrols were called out. Scab labour 
was threatened by the strikers and in February there was an attempt to 
sabotage the Witbank rail bridge. By the end of that month the prospect of 
open and armed defiance on the coalfields as well as on the Rand looked likely. 
A huge cache of dynamite was discovered in Witbank and the number of 
attacks on scab labour grew. 84 

On 1 O March martial law was declared. T he Middelburg district, which until 
1 925 included Witbank, was one of the affected areas. It is not clear whether 
troops were used against the coal miners but by 1 6  March the rebellion had 
been crushed. 

T he state's military response to the 1 922 rebellion is clear in general terms: the 
citizen force and commando units were mobilised and deployed against the 
strikers. What is less clear is which units the state utilised and the problems 
associated with this choice. In Middelburg the loyalty of poor whites to the SAP 
government was questionable. Given the experience of 1 9 1 5  it was not incon­
ceivable that they might join the strikers. It is not surprising therefore to find 
that the Middelburg commando was absent from the list of commandos which 
served. Yet men in Middelburg, who may have belonged to other units, were 
called up to serve. At least eight of these men were charged for refusing to 
serve. Six were discharged on technicalities.85 T he government was not 
inclined to be lenient to strikers and their supporters and these discharges may 
have been prompted by a desire to avoid acting against those who had 
wide-ranging support among poor whites. Local discontent with government 
military policy was most clearly obvious in the case of a 'farmer' from the poor 
Hendrina area who attempted to raise a commando to help the Rand strikers. 
T he general dissatisfaction of the district's population with government action 
was expressed in parliament by J. D. Heyns shortly after the 1 922 rebellion. 'He 
hoped the Minister would not always be calling up the people from the country 
districts adjacent to the Rand to deal with disturbances there. '86 

T here are also signs that the district's poor had sympathy for the strikers' stand 
against authority, though it is unlikely that they knew enough about the 
conditions in the mining industry to specifically identify with the strikers. 
Furthermore their struggles were in basic ways quite different and without a 
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Above: Transporting wood for sale in Potgietersrust. Below: This 'bywoner' 
supplemented his income by taking local children to school (E. G. 
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strong organisation to link these, it was unlikely that they would specifically be 
related to the 1922 Rand upheaval. At De Lagersdrift some settlers, described 
by disapproving government officials as 'the other kind of man', were active in 
the first three months of 1922 defying the DRC management. C. C. Scheepers, 
one of those involved, was expelled in February 1922. He was described as an 
'entirely undesirable person'. Inspired possibly by the climate of unrest at the 
time, Scheepers resisted his removal though eventually moved to a smallhold­
ing in Rustenburg. Scheepers was not alone in his stand and Nilant, the official 
historian of De La�ersdrift, observed that unco-operative behavioufwas com­
mon at this time. It is difficult to determine whether settler fractiousness at 
the colony was merely a spontaneous development arising out of a long 
history of dissatisfaction or whether it had some organisational base. A gov­
ernment report at the time suggested that this was possible. It stated that 
'commercial travellers and hawkers are known to be employed in exploiting 
the country side (by spreading "Bolshevism") ' .  Whether this was the case in 
Middelburg is not clear, but what is important is that there was sympathy for 
strikers amongst rural poor whites, particularly those who appear to have 
belonged to the 'dangerous classes'. Equally importantly, sympathy was not 
translated into concrete action.88 

There are a number of possible explanations for this phenomenon. The 
national structures of the NP refused publicly to commit the party to support 
the strikers and therefore deprived its rural supporters of an organisational link 
with the strikers. Its leadership, Afrikaner notables, had little sympathy for the 
strikers. And NP membership which was drawn from many classes, both urban 
and rural, dictated that it could not openly side with the strikers. Nevertheless 
it did initially contemplate some form of support and later on actually provided 
food and other necessities. A. G. Oberholster, who has documented this, 
argues that the NP stood back from unconstitutional protest but that some 
Afrikaners, particularly those who had rebelled in 1914 and were involved in 
the stillborn second and third rebellions (1916, 1918) ,  were intimately involved 
in 1922. J. J. Pienaar, a former rebel, for example, met and planned military 
strategy with leaders of the strike commandos, many of whom were NP 
supporters. There were even rumours of  an attempt to raise a commando in 
Lichtenburg to come to the aid of the strikers.89 

Another explanation should be sought in the lingering suspicion that the city 
harboured 'volksvreemde elemente' and Bolshevism.00 Before the estab­
lishment of the NP in Middelburg, the district's poor whites had no organisa­
tional focus. Traditional explanations for the aversion of 'the Afrikaner' to any 
type of co-operation or organisation have frequently referred to the strong 
spirit of individualism created by frontier conditions. There is an alternative 
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explanation. Middelburg's poor had shown interest in, and support for, rural 
organisation in the district. The early Farmers' Association and the co-opera­
tive had both attracted a poor white following, yet neither was the organic 
creation of the poor whites (both were inspired and dominated by big farmers) 
and both failed. They were therefore not inherently opposed to organisation 
per se. The stumbling block was the divided nature of the poor white popula­
tion. Small plotholders, successful sharecroppers and those still believing in 
the viability of a country life were scornful of their poorer and disenchanted 
colleagues. They called them the ' irresponsible' ones and accused them of 
'losing their self-respect and their characters'.91 Such conflict bedevilled or­
ganisation-building. A better-off Mapochs Gronden resident said in 1920, ' I  
cannot see a chance of  co-operating . . .  I cannot work with a lazy man.' And 
party-political differences, possibly founded on the same class divisions, also 
came to the fore. In 1930, when an attempt was made to establish an agricul­
tural co-operative in Mapochs Gronden, E. de Souza of the NP objected to the 
involvement of a Mr Op't Hof. 'We . . .  don't want anything to do with Op't Hof 
. . .  that man is secretary of the SAP's district organisation . . .  and works entirely 
in his own interests and towards his own goals.'92 

The district's organisational void was filled by the NP. The party was able to 
accommodate the radical demands of its poor white constituency up to a 
point. I t  stressed the racist aspects of poor white dissatisfaction and toned 
down or diverted the class aspects. This was evident after the 1922 strike when 
the NP branches in Middelburg and Witbank came out strongly in support of 
the strikers. They demanded that both the strikers and those who had refused 
to bear arms against them be treated leniently. The pragmatic politics which 
led to the NP/SALP election Pact and general election victory in 1924 con­
cealed the consolidation of NP electoral support and the ossification of class 
lines. The NP bound its supporters more and more tightly to itself and conver­
sely reduced the likelihood of either rural support for the SALP or the emer­
gence of an alternative organic political party representing the dispossessed. 
By mid-1924 De Lagersdrift and Mapochs Gronden were NP strongholds.93 

Even as support for the NP grew, reminders of the past cropped up to colour 
the relationship between party and supporters. Middelburg's poor were not 
blind followers of NP policy and frequently pressed their MP, J. D. Heyns, to act 
on their behalf when they felt their interests to be threatened. In 1926, for 
example, the SA Police began cracking down on illegal stills in Mapochs 
Gronden. The inhabitants approached Heyns who took up the issue in parlia­
ment. 'They are arresting poor people and although they are not innocent yet 
they have been brought into temptation.' Heyns relied on the poor white vote 
and ensured that this dependence was translated into a defence of their 
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Residents of Mapochs 
Gronden (above) and 
Tonteldoos (right) .  
Many of these people 
earned cash by 
working for 
neighbouring Africans 
(E. G. Malherbe 
Collection, Killie 
Campbell Africana 
Library, University of 
Natal) 
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interests. This had the effect of putting him into a position where he often 
criticised his own party. 94 

The growing support for the NP95 was paralleled by state efforts to rid the 
countryside of the 'dangerous classes'. At De Lagersdrift the Pact government 
attempted to stamp out non-agricultural activities like transport-riding which 
were regarded as the preserve of the 'dangerous classes' . The CPW was given 
power by the state to evict 'anybody who wantonly spreads a revolutionary 
spirit in the settlement or who is guilty of agitation'. These measures suc­
ceeded for between 1928 and 1929 nobody was brought for disciplinary action 
and settlers were described at last as 'desirable citizens'.96 

Punitive measures against poor whites in the countryside were softened by the 
state's civilised labour policy which extended white employment opportunities 
in the cities. 97 Up to 1924 industrial employment of whites had been dropping. 
The 1923 Hildick-Smith judgement had consolidated the move away from the 
job colour bar. The Pact government turned this trend around. The 1925 Wage 
Act, the 1926 Mines and Works Amendment Act and the 1927 Customs Tariff 
Act all helped to entrench white workers in their jobs.98 Rural poor whites could 
now look far more optimistically to the cities. In a sense the civilised labour 
policy brought the 'dangerous classes' out of the twilight and for the first time 
gave them a firm footing in the cities. 99 

The NP also assisted co-operatives, provided credit, streamlined the market­
ing system and expanded agricultural support services. Aid to agriculture had 
its political rewards. In 1927 when General Kemp, the Pact's Minister of 
Agriculture, addressed a meeting in Middelburg, there was a 'conspicuous 
absence of opposition'. Two years later, when General J. B. M. Hertzog visited 
the town, he was greeted by 'a very large number of his supporters, hundreds 
of whom were unable to attend because the venue was packed out'. By 1930 
the NP had attracted support from the big farmers as well and was speaking 
authoritatively for the district's entire white population. 1 00  

The entrenchment o f  the NP was to some extent made possible by  the 
transformation of the poor white population. The development is not easy to 
show as most of the evidence is impressionistic. One indication is the rate of 
'bywoner' ejections recorded in the Civil Judgement Book of Middelburg's 
magistrate. 

Table 1 1 01 

No. of 191 8 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 
evictions 1 3 2 8 9 2 3 2 1 1 0 1 3 
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What these figures show is that the rate of ejectment did not rise uniformly. 
Indeed, with the exception of 1927 the Pact years show few evictions. These 
figures are significant when one considers the rise of the poor white problem 
(300 000 in 1932) and a rising rural population, despite the flight to the cities. 1 02 

If more people were getting poor, it is reasonable to suppose that more were 
being evicted, yet these figures suggest that this was not so. In fact two things 
were happening. The Pact made it possible for more people to own smallhold­
ings and thus convert themselves from 'bywoners' into landowners. 1 03 These 
smallholdings, however, were not profitable and many became poor all the 
same. Secondly, the definition of poor was changing. 'Bywoners' obviously 
continued to exist but instead of constituting the bulk of the poor white 
population, in the late 1920s and early 1930s - the period of severe drought 
and dewession - it was the smallholder that swelled the number of poor 
whites. 04 And, as I have argued, these smallholders were very different from 
the 'bywoners' and the 'dangerous classes'. This is reflected in the decline of 
white rural unrest. At De Lagersdrift, for example, settlers became less trouble­
some. An 'irresponsible spirit' still prevailed in some quarters in 1926. The 
secretary of the settlement described this acidly as 'a general attitude of "not 
wanting to pay" [rent] rather than "not being able to pay'". Evictions, however, 
tapered off and by 1927 there was little evidence of the presence of 'dangerous 
classes' .  Some elements of these classes had moved on, while others had 
been transformed into a 'labouring class' . 1 05 

The reasons for these changes are to be found in the slow development of 
capitalist agriculture. While rich farmers like Darras and Patrojohn (wheat) and 
Lazarus (maize and potatoes) expanded their operations and displaced 'by­
woners', there still remained many farms which offered 'sitplekke'. W. J. 
Grabler, for example, owned ten farms. He allowed white sharecroppers on 
these farms and used white labour for construction work on his property. In 
addition much state land was made available for smallholders and this gave 
those committed to an agricultural future a stake in the land. 106 For those 
disillusioned with farming there were urban job prospects, a fact confirmed by 
a 1925 Lands Department report. 'The settler who has a value in the labour 
market quite apart from farming is . . .  the one to give up [farming] first.· 1 07 

For many who remained on the land it was clear that the bounty of farming was 
l imited. There was little prospect of their children finding a future in agriculture. 
Education thus became a symbol of hope. 108 A Mapochs Gronden 'bywoner' 
commented, 'For the poor man there is nothing to do but to see that their 
children are taught all the trades in the world. ' The state was keen to promote 
education particularly as it believed that this would help to solve the poor white 
problem. J. D. Kleynhans, Secretary of the Transvaal Agricultural Union and 

27 



part of a government delegation to Middelburg, said in 1922: 'To prevent 
farmers drifting to towns, this could only effectively be accomplished by 
education . . .  What they [farmers] wanted was "School Farms".' He argued 
further that only education could 'ensure the predominance of the white race'. 
Between 1909 and 1921 three schools were erected in northern Middelburg. 
In addition the DRC erected an industrial school at De Lagersdrift in 1917 
though it was only staffed in 1925. 1 09  Education may have provided the 
recipient with skills and better employment opportunities, but in all likelihood 
it also contributed to the hold of the -NP over the rural population. As Dan 
O'Meara has pointed out, the Broederbond controlled the Afrikaner Teacher 
Association in the 1920s and used it 'to influence the cultural lives of many 
Afrikaans-speakers' . 1 1 0 

By 1930 an alliance based on opposition to the capitalist state between rural 
poor and urban workers had ceased being possible. The Pact between the NP 
and SALP ended the year before and a wedge had been driven between the 
rural 'dangerous classes' and the white urban wage-earners. This develop­
ment was consolidated during the 1929 'swart gevaar' election when white 
workers and poor whites were conditioned 'into believing that the Africans and 
not capital were their real enemy' . 1 1 1  

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to insert class into the heart of an analysis of the 
poor white problem. It argues that poor whites were divided into 'dangerous' 
and ' labouring' classes and that these divisions had a basis in different 
relations of production and differing experiences of the onset of capitalist 
agriculture. Although it is important to realise that such class divisions were not 
rigid and that there were shifts in class position, it is equally important to stress 
that these divisions were real and manifested in the political behaviour of the 
actors. For the 'dangerous class' this involved opposition to the state on a 
number of levels; from individual defiance to collective resistance. Despite 
sharing much in common with unemployed urban poor whites and something 
in common with white wage earners, rural poor whites never managed to forge 
an anti-state alliance with their urban counterparts. Changes in rural class 
structure brought on by the spread of capitalist class relations and by state 
intervention (aid to productive or potentially productive farmers and mild 
sanctions against unproductive quasi-proletarians) undermined the chances 
of a wide-ranging alliance. As important was the role of the NP in attractin� 
poor white support, in converting class antagonism into race antagonism 1 1  

and finally, after 1924, in assisting poor whites in the country to become land 
owners and in the cities to become wage earners. 1 1 3 
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Chapter 2 

The Orange Free State and the 
Rebel l ion of 1 91 4: the inf luence 
of industria l isation,  poverty and 

poor whiteism 

John Bottomley 

Die sprinkaan en die droogte 
is swaar op onse land 
en wat van ons moet worde 
is bowe my verstand 

Die geld is ook te danig skaars 
en die koffie word so duur 
die vreemde banke is ons baas 
en die 'intres' vreet soos vuur1 

But already in the long drought many of these people had lost what little 
they had and rebellion does not seem such a serious thing to desperate 
men.2 

The first armed insurrection by whites in South Africa in this century took place 
in 1914. The 1914 Rebellion has been widely attributed to the influence of 
Afrikaner nationalism. This chapter, however, suggests that burgeoning rural 
poverty and dissatisfaction with the government amongst poorer agricultu­
ralists provided a strong class basis for the Rebellion. I t  does not claim that a 
class explanation is sufficient in itself, only that this dimension is important and 
until now has been largely ignored. 

By the late nineteenth century a crisis was already looming in the lives of many 
agriculturalists. We now know that the economy of the Orange Free State had 
reached a crisis point in the 1 890s.3 Widespread dispossession had occurred 
as a result of a sustained process of capital accumulation in agriculture. This 
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accumulation followed the opening of the diamond field markets during the 
1860s, and the corresponding crystallisation of classes and development of 
state structures. By 1 896 there were already 2 363 heads of families too poor 
to purchase their own weapons. 4 The South African War {1899--1902) was both 
to reveal just how far societal dislocation had progressed and to accentuate 
that process. During the latter part of the war, some of the landless, particularly 
in the Transvaal, enticed by inflated Imperial promises that they would be given 
farms after the conclusion of hostilities, flocked to fight under the banner of the 
Union Jack. These 'joiners', as they came to be called, are to be distinguished 
from the 'hendsoppers' who merely remained neutral, and in many cases were 
drawn from a wealthier class.5 

In 1907 Milner's post-war reconstruction came to an end. In that year the 
republican Oranje Unie party won the first election of the century in the Orange 
Free State. Interpretation of this event has tended to stress the ease of the 
electoral victory, and by extension, the homogeneity of the OFS population.6 
Yet here too, recent research has provided new insights. It has been shown 
that the 1907 election was not the easy victory it appears, with the republicans 
merely resuming their task of governing. Instead, the republicans only suc­
ceeded in creating a power base once the reconstruction government was 
seen to have failed either to relieve the distress of the people or to provide 
acceptable compensation for war damage. The republicans initiated intensive 
efforts at reconciliation. Those targeted were English-speakers, poor whites 
and 'protected burghers'. The latter were Free Staters who had been provided 
with British army protection during the South African War, either because they 
remained neutral or because they actively fought for Britain. The Oranje Unie 
portrayed itself as non-racial and non-partisan and promised job-creating 
programmes and labour colonies for poor whites. 

It appears that the creation of an Afrikaner anti-republican party was made 
impossible by the intensity of feeling in the post-war Free State. In terms of 
contested seats in that election the republicans secured 59 per cent of the 
vote, whilst the opposition Independents and the Constitutional Party took 41 
per cent of  the vote. This election was far from a walkover. I t  confirms the 
advanced state of political, and by implication economic, differentiation 
amongst the white population of the Free State. 7 

In 191 O the Union of South Africa came into being. The new Botha-Smuts 
government proved over-eager in the eyes of many to co-operate with im­
perialism and the Randlords against the 'have-nots'. Whilst political rhetoric 
continued to focus on the war fought between two nationalisms, the precari­
ous existence of many agriculturalists focused antagonism on the govern­
ment. The South African Party (SAP) appeared to place agriculture low on its 
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list of priorities. In 1912 came the Botha-Hertzog split. The views of these 
politicians confl icted on imperial association. They also diverged on the slogan 
'South Africa First', which encapsulated rural dissatisfaction and perceptions 
of government neglect. The following year burgher commandos were mo­
bilised to deal with a strike of mineworkers on the Rand. This served to confirm 
the impression among poorer white farmers that the SAP government fa­
voured mining capital at the expense of urban and rural poor whites. 

The Rebell ion and subsequent interpretations 

It is against this background that the Rebellion occurred. The first phase began 
on 9 October 1914 when Lieutenant-Colonel S. G. (Manie) Maritz , district staff 
officer of the frontier region with German South West Africa, went into rebellion. 
The 'Maritz Rebellion' was relatively unsuccessful, and Maritz was unable to 
generate much support for his cause in the Cape. He was considering dis­
banding his forces when rebellion broke out in the two former republics and 
convinced him to continue the struggle. The rebellion by Maritz influenced the 
second phase of the Rebellion which began on 22 October 1914. The leaders 
of this phase were C. R. de Wet, who mobilised rebel commandos in the Free 
State, and C. F. Beyers, former Commandant-General of the Union Defence 
Force, who led rebel forces in the Transvaal. Another important rebel leader in 
the Transvaal was Major J. C. G. Kemp, officer commanding the 1 400 men in 
the defence force camp at Potchefstroom. 

During November 1914 rebel resistance in the Free State collapsed. The 
following month government forces overran the Transvaal and in January of 
the following year, rebel resistance in the Cape was overwhelmed. It was 
subsequently revealed that 190 rebels and 1 32 government troops had been 
killed. The official estimate (which is probably too low) of the number of men 
who went into rebellion was given as 1 1  472, of whom 7 123 came from the 
Free State, 2 998 from the Transvaal and 1 252 from the Cape.8 

The established interpretation of the Rebellion clings to a homogeneous vision 
of the volk, and sees the 'imperial connection' as being responsible for the 
aberration of Afrikaner fighting Afrikaner. According to this viewpoint, when the 
First World War broke out, thousands of patriots, still deeply bitter at the South 
African War and anxious for a true Afrikaner republic, shrewdly judged their 
chances against a weakened Britain, and rose against a government which no 
longer reflected their interests. 9 

Yet, even at the time of the Rebellion there were those who believed that the 
motives for the Rebellion were more base and less idealistic, as in two letters 
Merriman wrote to Smuts in December 1915: 'I refer to the question of the Poor 
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White . . .  this question constitutes a great and growing evil . . .  recent events both 
in the rebellion, and in the elections that followed , must have convinced even 
the dullest of us . . .  of the dire possibil ities that l ie before us from this course. ' 
In a further letter written on the same day he expanded on the theme: 'These 
wretched folk are the rank and file of a Nationalist brigade ready for any 
mischief. They are the raw materials in which the Predikant, the country 
attorney, all the carpetbaggers and Graeculi esuventes of the Bar work. ·  1 ° 

Many of the magistrates agreed with Merriman. A. M. Baumann, a law agent in 
Winburg, noted that very few of the larger landowners joined the rebellion, and 
that the rebels were mainly people heavily in debt and youngsters, 'but not 
men of substance and standing' . 1 1  A. J. Brand, son of the late president of the 
Free State and magistrate of Lindley, was even more forthright; 'the class of 
people who joined the rebels did not bother much about politics they were on 
the "loot": that was their object. They were not people of standing or respon­
sibility. ' 1 2  Similarly, Raymond Harley, the magistrate of Winburg, told the 
Judicial Commission on ttie rebellion that 'Conroy [a rebel leader] had been 
canvassing very acutely for recruits in the northern part of the district . . .  most 
of his recruits were gentlemen whom he found it necessary to equip with new 
clothes and boots . . .  At that time he had half a dozen men with him who could 
be called wealthy and influential, but the great majority of his followers were of 
the bywoner class. ' 1 3 

The established interpretation resolutely ignored evidence that the rebell ion 
was also a class response to societal dislocation. In terms of available evi­
dence it is possible to view the rebell ion as the reaction of marginal farmers, 
'bywoners' and poor whites to the ruinous post-war economic environment, 
and to the very real threat of dispossession and the forced trek to the cities. 

Some contemporaries were aware, if only at the rud imentary level revealed 
above, that the existing economic environment was a major factor in the 
rebell ion. The process of white rural impoverishment, which had already 
reached crisis proportion prior to the South African War, was exacerbated in 
the post-war period. Landownership became increasingly insecure. Those 
farmers who were left with neither purchasing nor borrowing power to make a 
fresh start were frequently forced to sell their farms. The high incidence of 
bonded property also left farmers vulnerable in a post-war climate of economic 
depressions, poor seasons, low prices and a depleted stock population. 

The position facing the landless 'bywoners' and poor whites was even more 
precarious. Land had become a scarce resource in the Free State and the 
option of acquiring land was only available to those with substantial capital 
resources. The landless were therefore forced into competition with black 
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workers, either as sharecroppers or labourers on the land of others. Being a 
less profitable and tractable workforce, this was a losing struggle with only 
eviction ahead.1 4 Fears of proletarianisation and forced migration to wage 
labour in the towns, therefore, coincided amongst marginal landowners and 
the landless. It was this ubiquitous fear together with growing resentment 
against the government for failing to ameliorate the situation which was to play 
an important role in the rebellion. 

-
Ecological diversity: Why the southern and eastern Free 
State remained neutral whilst the north went into rebell ion 

After the fighting had ended Hertzog noted that the rebellion had been con­
fined to 'those six of seven districts' in the north-eastern Free State; to a few 
districts in the north-western Transvaal including Lichtenburg and Wolma­
ransstad, and to the north-western Cape. 1 5 An explanation for this phenome­
non is to be found in the regionally uneven process of rural transformation. 

Burghers from Ladybrand during the Rebellion of 1914. Back: C. J. Muller, 
P. Muller, G. Delport, Joubert, E. Kriel. Front: Lourens, -, Joubert (Transvaal 

Archives Depot, Photograph 21592) 
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The Free State is divided into three specific regions distinguished by greatly 
differing rainfall rates, broad changes in soil fertility and widely divergent 
agricultural utilisation. The three regions are the pastoral southern Free State 
including such districts as Bethulie, Boshoff, most of the Bloemfontein district, 
Edenburg, Fauresmith, Jacobsdal and Philippolis. The second region is that 
area in the east, along the Caledon River, the so-called 'Conquered Territory'. 
Included in this region are the districts of Ficksburg, Ladybrand, Rouxville, ' 
Smithfield, Wepener and Thaba 'Nchu. 16  In contrast, the third region, the 
northern Free State, is a primarily ara!:>le region and includes such districts as 
Bethlehem, the other parts of the Bloemfontein district, Frankfort, Harrismith, 
Heilbron, Hoopstad, Kroonstad, Lindley, Senekal, Vrede, Vredefort and Win­
burg. 

The most pronounced distinction between the three regions was to be found 
in the eastern Free State. Here the fertile grainlands presented some farmers 
with the opportunity to generate and accumulate capital, whilst others were 
rapidly dispossessed. In the 'wheat granary' of the republic, agricultural land 
was the most expensive, and consequently farms were smaller and more 
closely settled than elsewhere in the Free State. 

In his work De ondergang van een wereld ( 1903} J. Visscher, the Dutch 
socialist who was subsequently to become editor of The Friend, described the 
process of class formation in this region. He pointed to the emergence some 
thirty years before the South African War, of a class of wealthy farmers whom 
he called heerenboeren or gentlemen farmers. According to Visscher, the 
wealth and security conferred by fertile landholdings in the east led to the 
groW1h of a class distinguished from the other Free Staters. He pointed to the 
acculturation of this class, to their overseas education and to the adoption of 
the English language in their homes, as a reflection of a more sophisticated 
and cosmopolitan outlook. 

By the time the South African War broke out, societal transformation was so 
advanced in this region that it had little in common with either the pre-industrial 
past or its politics, in the form of republicanism. As a result, the highest 
percentage of 'protected burghers' during the war was to be found amongst 
the burghers in this region attempting to protect their assets. Of the six eastern 
districts some 53, 1 per cent or over half the population fell into this category.1 7  
The east was to remain to a large extent an observer in the rebellion. 

The southern Free State was also a region which experienced profound social 
dislocation prior to the war. Here the close proximity of the diamond fields and 
the opening up of large internal markets led to far-reaching social transforma­
tion. The collapse of the hunting/trading/trekking economy by the 1 890s, 
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together with the pastoral nature of farming in the region which required 
greater investment to succeed, led to differentiation in status and wealth, and 
to landlessness becoming 'a decisive determining factor in the process of 
class differentiation'. 18 In the south the larger capitalised farmer was favoured 
over his poorer brethren. This was because of the pastoral nature of farming 
which is both capital intensive and risk laden. The Free State was subject to 
recurrent droughts which, in this type of agriculture, 'destroy not only the cost 
of labour of one year, as in arable farming, but also a considerable part of the 
capital'. 1 9  The smaller farmers whose capital was wholly tied up i11 their stock 
were particularly vulnerable to natural depredation, and to the loss of their land 
should they lose their animals. In addition, the pastoral nature of agriculture in 
this region meant that only wealthier farmers, capable of affording the relatively 
high stock prices, were able to expand their operations to take advantage of 
the Kimberley and Witwatersrand markets. 

Rural transformation was an ongoing process in the southern Free State. As 
early as the 1850s the economic boom in sheep farming encouraged accumu­
lation and dispossession.20 In later decades the process was hastened by the 
influx of wealthier farmers from the Cape and eastern Free State, attracted by 
the market potential of pastoral agriculture in the wake of the mineral revol­
ution. 2 1 Dispossession thus occurred over a long period. Prior to the 1890s the 
availability of cheap land elsewhere meant that resistance to the process of 
rural transformation was minimised by the out-migration of marginal farmers. 
Looking back over the process of rural transformation and dispossession in 
the southern Free State, the census of 1920 noted 'the decrease in population 
... could only be attributed to the fact that certain of the more prosperous 
farmers have bought up all the farms coming into the market during the past 
few years and used them as cattle farms, thus displacing one or more Euro­
pean families ... the chief factor was the tendency of farms to change hands at 
high prices and to come under the control of progressive farmers. '22 

Following the war, the process of accumulation and dispossession accelerated 
in the south. Land hunger encouraged a new wave of settlers, whilst specula­
tion and government land purchases drove up prices. Between 1904 and 1911 
the Free State as a whole experienced a 29,6 per cent increase in white rural 
population, and a 9, 1 2  per cent increase in urban population. 23 Yet after 1911, 
even this enormous influx could not mask the exodus of farmers from the 
southern districts. Between 191 1 and 1921 each of the southern districts 
recorded a decrease of more than 1 O per cent in their white population. 24 

During this period many marginal farmers, 'bywoners' and poor whites were 
forced to move into the peripheral and more arid regions of the country. The 
pull of lower land prices and the harsh conditions in these less fertile regions 
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led to their becoming pools of discontented Free Staters, nurturing grievances 
against a government which they believed had failed them. It was these areas, 
along with the northern Free State, which were to go into rebellion. Between 
1904 and 1911  the population of Kenhardt in the north-western Cape increased 
by 78,29 per cent, whilst the population of the south-western Transvaal includ­
ing such areas as Lichtenburg and Wolmaransstad increased by 40,43 per 
cent.25 Discussing the influx of Free Staters into the Lichtenburg District, the 
postmaster told the rebell ion commission: 'About that time a number of Free 
Staters trekked into the Lichtenburg 'district, and greatly influenced political 
opinion there. That was in 1914. Ground was then being sold at unprecedented 
high prices in the Free State, and they were selling out and buying twice as 
much land with the money in Lichtenburg as they had in the Free State. They 
also brought their Free State ideas with them of course . . .  I think the influx of 
Free Staters brought the people over to the rebels' side. Of course every Free 
Stater brought into the district was against the Botha government. '26 

Resistance to social transformation did not surface in the southern and eastern 
Free State, this process having taken place gradually during the fifty years of 
white settlement prior to the South African War. In the north, however, the 
unfavourable consequences of capital ist development emerged suddenly and 
starkly after the war and were magnified by a threatening economic environ­
ment. 

The northern Free State with its largely arable agriculture was the most 
backward region prior to the South African War. Neither the discovery of 
diamonds nor the Rand goldfields had shaken the area out of its lethargy. In 
the 1890s much of the produce arriving on the Rand 'was still in fact the 
produce of Basutoland' despite the fact that the northern Free State was the 
closest Free State region to the Witwatersrand.27 

The capitalisation of agriculture which occurred in the rest of the Free State 
was more limited in the north. This was because prior to the 1880s there was 
only a small market, at Harrismith, for the arable produce of the north. 28 Poor 
roads and competition from black producers in Basutoland, and white produ­
cers in the 'Conquered Territory', l imited the opportunities offered by the 
diamond fields. This, in turn, restricted societal dislocation and provided the 
landed and landless in these districts with a more secure environment. This 
meant that while a class of heerenboeren did not emerge, neither did a class 
of white proletarians. The region's class composition was somehow frozen but 
the most common member was the poor 'bywoner'. The resident magistrate 
of Lindley, when discussing the population of his district, wrote, 'There is no 
doubt that this is one of the poorest districts in the Colony, the majority of the 
population being 'bywoners'. '29 Those who lived in the Wilge R iver subdivi-
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sion, for instance, which included parts of the Frankfort, Bethlehem, Vrede and 
Harrismith districts were referred to as 'Riemlanders', a term which was 
synonymous with their being 'Takhare', or poor backwoods people.30 

The fact that this region was less sundered by societal transformation is also 
revealed by the greater commitment amongst northerners to republicanism 
during the war. Vredefort had the smallest number of 'protected burghers' in 
the republic, some 9 per cent of the population were of this class - thereafter 
Kroonstad with 16 per cent, Lindley 17 with per cent and Vrede Viith 17,5 per 
cent 'protected burghers'. Three districts had higher proportions of 'protected 
burghers': Harrismith 19 per cent, Bethlehem 25 per cent and Win burg with 28 
per cent.31  However, the reasons for the higher percentages in these districts 
was due to the presence of the 'Prinsloo surrenderers'. On 29 July 1900 
General Marthinus Prinsloo surrendered to the British along with some 3 000 
burghers, mainly northern Free Staters. Ordinarily these men would have been 
classified ex-combatants or 'ex-burghers', but they fell within the terms of an 
amnesty offered by Lord Roberts, and thus became entitled to consideration 
as 'protected burghers'. Their position being unique does nothing to under­
mine the view that the north showed a greater commitment to the republican 
cause in the South African War, than the rest of the Free State. 

Rural transformation and social dislocation in the OFS; 
the growing post-war crisis in the northern Free State 

In the twelve years from the end of the war to the Rebellion, the northern Free 
State became subject to intense pressures as rural transformation accel­
erated. The capitalisation of this arable region, made possible by the potential 
of the Witwatersrand market, led to a rise in land values, to the crystallisation 
of classes and to increasing dispossession. At the same time a conflux of 
factors specific to the nature of arable farming in the north also undermined 
existing society. In the past under-capitalised farmers and the landless had 
long found their means of survival in land-subdivision and black sharecrop­
ping. Following the war, however, these former societal supports were to 
evolve into factors precipitating dispossession. 

In the post-war period subdivision amongst heirs according to Roman Dutch 
law increased, despite the repeal of such legislation in 1901. Impetus was 
given to subdivision by deaths of landowners during the war, and by the need 
for liquidity after the war.32 Yet, more often than not, subdivision in the post-war 
economic climate was a short-term expedient purchased at the cost of long­
term security. Smaller units were frequently uneconomical for those marginal 
farmers unable to move away from traditional extensive farming methods. The 
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final step on the road to dispossession was often the bonding of subdivided 
properties. This left farmers dependent on the prevailing economic climate, 
which became increasingly harsh during this period. As landownership be­
came more insecure, sharecropping turned into a means of survival for 
marginal farmers. With the intense need for capital and labour in the post-war 
period, sharecropping offered a modicum of income for a minimum of effort 
and expense. It was now that white 'bywoners' were being dispossessed to 
make ,way for black labourers, their families and stock. During this period ,  
however, a labour shortage threatened many of the smaller farmers, because 
the larger farmers and land companies were in a better position to attract and 
retain labour. 

The situation intensified after Union, when political agitation began for legisla­
tion to restrict the independence and prosperity of black peasants. This 
agitation was initiated by larger farmers, who sought to pry loose the reserves 
of black labour tied up on the extensive holdings of land companies. This 
agitation, however, also posed a threat to the great mass of little men; the 
smal ler landowners on subdivided farms, the tenants and 'bywoners' for whom 
a supply of labour meant their security, social standing and survival on land. 
The 1 9 1 3  Land Act with its ambiguities and inequitable application only served 
to add to the sense of grievance focused on the government, for failing to 
provide an adequate supply of labour for all.33 

A variety of other pressures were to assail farmers in the north. A continuous 
period, from 191 O onwards, of prolonged drought, severe hailstorms, loss of 
crops and stock, left agriculturalists unable to meet their debt repayments. The 
d istressed economic climate, which developed as a result of the 1 91 3/ 1 4  

labour unrest and fear of war in Europe, led to the money market calling in 
unserviced bonds. Concurrently, produce prices slumped and consumer 
prices escalated . The rapidly deteriorating conditions led to pleas for govern­
ment support. A state moratorium on debt was called for, and the government 
was warned that 'peof,le who are in debt and cannot pay become quite 
desperate when sued'. 4 

The government was not prepared to intervene at this stage, although Parlia­
ment was set to discuss the situation during the d isrupted 1914 session. In 
denying any tangible form of assistance to farmers with only mortgage fore­
closures ahead , the government was ensuring that they had little to lose in 
rebellion. The escape route of selling up and migrating elsewhere was also 
denied to struggling farmers once the money market crashed in 191 3. There­
after buyers were unable to obtain bonds. Plummeting land prices resulting 
from the credit squeeze meant that sales would not realise the capital to cover 
existing bonds. These costly bonds had been negotiated during earlier years 
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of land hunger and price inflation. It was now that starvation became visible 
and labourers were for hire at 2s 6d per day, where poor whites had formerly 
refused to work for Ss per day. 35 

In  their desperate search for some form of political support large numbers of 
Free Staters turned to the Engl ish-dominated Labour Party which was force­
fully promoting economic grievances. 'Remarkable progress' was achieved in 
the Free State, and in the Transvaal, where Labour gained a majority in the 
provincial elections. 36 The appeal of this party was to wane, howe.ver, when it 
dropped its 'bread and butter' focus, in order to reassert its pro-Imperial 
sentiments following the outbreak of the First World War. The political success 
of this predominantly Engl ish-speaking urban party on the Free State platte­
land reveals the desperation of Afrikaners alienated from the government and 
threatened with d ispossession by a deteriorating economic environment. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to show that the established interpretation, port­
raying the Rebel l ion as the patriotic response of a homogeneous republic, 
united by a hatred of all things British, is largely monocausal. According to this 
interpretation the rebels were people prepared to sacrifice everything for their 
ideals. Yet, closer examination of the regions which went into rebel l ion reveals 
that the predominant motive was not only self-sacrifice but also self-preserva­
tion. The rank-and-file rebels were largely motivated by a determination to 
preserve their very existence against the destructive effects of societal trans­
formation. They were people forced into rebel l ion by desperation, trying to 
avoid losing a hold on the land , and being forced to migrate and become 
labourers in the towns. As contemporaries noted, many had lost what l ittle they 
had, and rebel l ion did not seem such a serious thing to desperate men. 
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Chapter 3 

'God het ons arm mense die houtj ies 

gegee' :  poor wh ite woodcutters in the 

southern Cape forest area, c. 
1 900-1 939 

Albert Grundlingh 

This chapter focuses on a particular group of 'poor whites' who eked out an 
existence in the southern Cape forest belt. Although their history goes back to 
the eighteenth century, this overview concentrates mainly on the first four 
decades of the twentieth century. An attempt is made, in the first place, to 
outline the material conditions under which the woodcutters lived, and sec­
ondly, to analyse those forces which to a large measure shaped the socio­
economic environment and context of their lives. 

***************** 

The indigenous forest of the southern Cape, located along a narrow coastal 
strip and stretching for about 200 kilometres between George and Humans­
dorp, was the main source of income for generations of woodcutters. Knysna, 
between George and Humansdorp, was the principal centre of the timber 
industry. Despite high rainfall, poor quality soil militated against agricultural 
and pastoral diversification. Consequently, until well into the twentieth century 
the economic life and structure of Knysna revolved around the timber trade. 
Deep valleys and gorges, nearly impenetrable forests and the steep Outeniqua 
Mountains rendered access difficult and contributed to the relative isolation of 
the area in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was only with the 
construction of a railway line in 1928, and tarred roads during World War 1 1 ,  that 
this situation changed markedly. 

From the earliest days of the Dutch East India Company and white settlement 
at the Cape, there was a demand for timber. Once the forests in the vicinity of 
the Peninsula had been depleted, attempts were made to obtain timber from 
further afield. The eastward movement of the Dutch colonists facilitated this 
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search and in 1 71 1 ,  with the initial settlement of the Outeniqua Mountain area, 
news of vast forests in the area was relayed to the authorities in Cape Town. 
The inaccessibil ity of the area handicapped trade, but after the completion of 
a road from Swellendam and the establishment of an official 'timber post' in 
1 772, the situation began to improve and there was a gradual influx of settlers 
intent on making their living from the forests. The founding of towns in the Cape 
interior during the nineteenth century increased the demand for wood for the 
construction of buildings, and the trade also benefited from the Great Trek 
which boosted demand for oxwagons. The d iscovery of diamonds in Kimber­
ley and gold on the Reef as well as the expansion of the railway network acted 
as a further powerful stimulus, since timber from the George--Knysna area was 
used for mining props and railway sleepers. 1 

The timber trade was intimately connected with the general growth of the 
South African economy, and the twentieth-century industrial expansion of the 
country ensured an increasing market for timber - especial ly during the First 
World War, when South Africa was cut off from foreign imports and local 
manufacturing developed rapidly. Subsequently the timber industry experi­
enced serious fluctuations, particularly during the depression of the early 
thirties, but there was always the demand, albeit l imited, for railway sleepers 
to fall back on. 2 

The favourable market for timber during the First World War coincided with the 
increase of the white population in the George--Knysna-Humansdorp districts 
from 1 8  623 in 1 91 1 to 23 1 79 in 1 921 . Many of the newcomers to the area were 
evicted 'by,Noners' from the semi-arid neighbouring Karoo districts across the 
Outeniqua Mountains. These districts (Prince Albert, Willowmore, and Oudts­
hoorn in particular) experienced a severe economic crisis after the ostrich 
feather slump of 1 91 3/1 4 and a crippling d rought in 1 91 6  so that the surviving 
larger landowners were d isinclined to keep 'by,Noners' on their farms. The 
forest and coastal belt was a haven for such poor whites from the Karoo.3 

Moreover, besides the opportunity of earning a l iving as woodcutters. it was 
also in another way relatively easier for the poverty-stricken fugitives from the 
Karoo to survive in this area than in the unyielding territory across the moun­
tain. As a local notable testified to the 1 920 unemployment commission: 

George is a poor man's d istrict, it is the home of the sweet potato on which 
the poor generally l ive . . .  The poor can l ive on sweet potatoes which cost 
them very l ittle, and the result is that people are apt to flock in from the 
poorer d istricts in times of drought for that reason. At present we are, I 
might say, almost full up with people who have come in during the last 
few years owing to the severe droughts in the Karoo districts.4 
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The sweet potato was easy to cultivate in the sandy soil, and it became the 
staple diet of the destitute classes in the area who were unable to afford more 
nutritional food.5 

There were various, and at times overlapping categories of poor whites in the 
forest region. Some were in state employ on forest settlements such as 
Jonkersberg and Bergplaats in the George district, and Karatara in the Knysna 
d istrict, while others worked the forests independently and only occasionally 
assisted on the plantations as casual day-labourers. The forestry settlements 
were started during and shortly after the First World War as relief schemes for 
the urban unemployed and the rural casualties of drought. In January 1 926 
there were 1 865 white men, women and children on these settlements. The 
men, totall ing 363, were used mainly in the construction of roads to open up 
plantation areas and in preparing the ground for afforestation schemes. Mar­
ried men received 7s 6d per day and single men Ss 1 Od. These wages were 
somewhat higher than the approximately Ss that white day-labourers obtained 
in the area.6 

42 



The establishment of these forestry settlements was not simply inspired by 
humanitarianism. Karatara and Bergplaats were founded in 1922 in direct 
response to the strike of that year on the Rand. Removing the 'dangerous 
classes' from the 'pernicious influences' in Johannesburg and resettling them 
elsewhere was a deliberate state strategy to assist in blunting the strong 
challenge from the white working class on the Rand. In Parliament, General 
J. C. Smuts clearly explained his objectives: 

I think it will . .. be to the advantage of the country to move away from the 
Witwatersrand, at any rate, part of the population that has accumulated 
there in recent years. I think we are all agreed that the Rand is not the 
best environment for the thousands of people who have flocked there from 
the country side ... The best kindness, the greatest seNice the Govern­
ment could do to these people would be to take them away. Take them 
away to irrigation works elsewhere, settle them on afforestation colonies 
... Get them away from surroundings which have been very bad for them 
and worse for the country.7 

Officially the forestry settlements were considered the ideal environment for 
the 'rehabilitation' of 'misguided' and 'fractious' elements on the Rand. On 
these settlements, which were 'off the beaten track and amidst the most 
beautiful scenic surroundings', the settlers were placed under the 'guidance of 
persons interested in their welfare'. Under these 'idyllic' conditions it was 
hoped that they would make a fresh start with 'a healthy outlook on life'.8 It is 
doubtful whether disgruntled ex-urban dwellers found their new rural setting 
quite as congenial, and it is equally unlikely that they 'reformed' according to 
the wishes and desires of the state. The regular flouting of regulations and 
instances of abscondence seem to indicate that the wishes of the state 
remained unfulfilled.9 Others who stayed might also have found the discipline 
and strictly controlled work environment irksome and even oppressive, but 
were prepared to tolerate these as the price of security and a degree of 
permanency. 

However, the majority of poor whites in the area found themselves outside the 
plantation settlements. They constituted the bulk of the woodcutting popula­
tion and were largely dependent on the indigenous forests for their livelihood. 
Many of them viewed the forests as a providential gift; one woodcutter ex­
pressed this general sentiment simply and evocatively: 'God het ans arm 
mense die houtjies gegee.'10  Some of them were descendants of the early 
eighteenth-century Dutch pioneers, while others were relative newcomers 
who, having failed to make a living elsewhere, turned to woodcutting as a last 
resort. Among the woodcutters there were also a few descendants of British 
immigrants who had been unable to succeed on the land, as well as a small 
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number of Italian immigrants and their descendants. The latter had originally 
been brought out by the Cape government from Turin in 1 879 as part of an 
ill-conceived scheme to start a silk industry near Knysna. The scheme had 
failed, mainly because of a lack of mulberry leaves to feed the silkworms, and 
in course of time some of these immigrants drifted into the ranks of the 
woodcutter community. 1 1 

In 191 3, the Forest Act required that all woodcutters working in the indigenous 
state forests had to be registered . Some 1 200 men d id so and no new names 
were allowed on the list. A registered -woodcutter was officially supposed to 
derive his main source of income from working the timber allotted to him by 
the state, else his name could be deleted from the l ist and his licence revoked. 
A woodcutters' board , consisting of the magistrate and a number of local 
luminaries, closely monitored the situation in co-ord ination with the Forestry 
Department. In addition, any woodcutter found guilty of contravening one of 
the numerous forestry regulations could be deprived of the right to work in the 
forests. Natural attrition, and the actions of the board, meant that the number 
of registered men had dwindled to 557 by 1929. 

Besides the registered woodcutters in state forests, there were those who 
worked in privately owned forests. Estimates of the number of these unregis­
tered men vary, but in the late twenties they probably slightly exceeded the 
registered woodcutters. Whereas the average annual income of registered 
woodcutters in the twenties was between 30 and 40, unregistered woodcutters 
were generally even poorer. At times they were obliged to act as assistants for 
those working in the state forests. 1 2 

Very few woodcutters actually owned fixed property. Most of the registered 
woodcutters rented small plots at a nominal fee from the state. Unregistered 
woodcutters on private estates usually had to work the surrounding forests on 
behalf of the landowner, and they were liable to be evicted if they tried to 
dispose of the wood on their own. In general the woodcutters did very little in 
the way of cultivating other produce for the market. The smallness of their 
plots, the poor quality of the soil, lack of capital, and the limited local market 
(which was in any event supplied by the larger farmers) meant that they 
resorted to subsistence farming, with sweet potatoes as the staple product. 
For their cash income they remained entirely dependent on the forests. 1 3 

The woodcutters' inability to farm commercially, and the seasonal nature of the 
forestry activities, often led to accusations of laziness and indolence, qualities 
which were sometimes regarded as endemic to poor whites in general. 1 4 In 
reality, however, the work the woodcutters performed and the conditions under 
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Old woodcutter 
plying his trade 
(Millwood 
House, Knysna) 

which they toiled were most arduous. 'Their work, be it felling, slipping or 
sawing is laborious in the extreme,' a sympathetic observer wrote in 191 1 :  

. . .  hard , rough, exhausting work, for the most part in a damp cold forest 
where the rainfall is excessive, where the paths are pools of mud and slush, 
where the undergrowth is forever damp and wet, where the sun is forever 
hidden. In sweat besodden clothes they toil and sleep and sleep and toil. 
A more fatiguing work, a more unhealthy occupation cannot be imagined. 
It is often in the most inaccessible places that the woodcutter has to 
conduct operations: along the slopes of steep mountains, in the bottom 
of deep kloofs, he has to fight his battle with the sturdy, unmanageable 
monsters of the woods. To see a heavy log slipped out of a deep gully 
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and dragged to the sawpit, inch by inch, by long teams of crawling, 
groaning oxen, along slippe?', slushy, almost impassable slip paths, is a 
never to be forgotten sight.1 

After a spell in the forest, the woodcutter came home to little more than a 
corrugated iron or wooden shack, consisting of two rooms with a clay floor 
and a kitchen. His large family - in the thirties the average family consisted of 
eight children - meant unhygienic, overcrowded living conditions and often 
hunger. The woodcutter nevertheless considered his male off-spring as an 
economic asset who, after a rudimentary schooling, could at the age of 1 4  or 
1 5  years, or even earlier, assist him in the forest. The main task of the elder 
daughters was to help their mother with the burden of childcare and house­
keeping. In the early twentieth century very few women accepted wage labour 
- they usually married early and remained part of the woodcutter community 
- but in the twenties, in the era of the Pact government, an increasing number 
of daughters left home either for domestic service in town, or for factory work 
in the larger and expanding industrial centres such as Port Elizabeth. In 
general, though, the woodcutter families lived an isolated and insular life, cut 
off from 'civilising' influences and attached to the forest and their particular 
life-style.1 6  

I t  is important to  emphasise that desperately poor as the woodcutters un­
doubtedly were, they did not represent the lowest stratum of the contemporary 
poor white population. They were not in the same category as the 'dangerous 
lumpenproletariat class' which existed on crime, handouts or both. The wood­
cutters were self-employed, willing and able to work, but often lacked the 
necessary capital, training and, most important, the opportunity to benefit from 
their labours. 1 7  

Although the 'woodcutter problem' was comparatively small in relation to  the 
overall 'poor white question', which involved some 300 000 people in the early 
thirties, the woodcutters were nevertheless a distinct feature of the social 
composition of the area. In the early twentieth century three classes can be 
discerned amongst the whites in the forest belt: firstly, the landowners, forest­
owners, merchants and professional men; secondly, and below them, those in 
permanent employ as artisans, clerks and other intermediate functionaries; 
and thirdly at the bottom of the social pyramid ('at a judicious distance and 
knowing how to keep their place') the poor whites. There was a considerable 
social distance between the underprivileged and the more well-to-do, the latter 
often treating the poor with contemptuous disdain. 1 8  The wealthy and the 
destitute lived in two worlds as if they had nothing in common, but in a 
historical-materialist sense the social relationship between the two was inti-
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mately intertwined and riven with confl ict. There was, in fact, as will be seen, a 
direct correlation between the riches of the one and the poverty of the other. 

If there was a growing gap in conventional social terms between the wealthy 
and poor in white society, there was much less of a racial d ivide between poor 
whites and the coloured population in the area. Of the total number of regis­
tered woodcutters in 191 3  (some 1 200 men), about 1 95 men (1 7 per cent) 
were considered coloured. There was no difference in the material conditions 
between the coloured and poor white woodcutters. Independent coloured 
woodcutters worked under the same circumstances and regulations as whites 
in the forests and shared the same physical privations as well as outlook on 
their work and environment. 1 9  Occasionally, whites might have employed 
coloureds to help them, but the reverse also occurred. In the immediate 
aftermath of the South African War, for instance, d ischarged coloured mule­
teers from the British army moved into the Knysna area from mission stations 
at Bredasdorp, Mossel Bay and Bethelsdorp, and in an attempt to benefit from 
rising timber prices at the time, hired local poor white woodcutters to assist 
them in collecting wood.20 Admittedly some white woodcutters might have 
resented this fact,21  but ultimately hard material real ities blurred and under­
mined attitudes of presumed superiority. One expression of this communal ity 
is to be found in a petition of 1 907 to the Cape government call ing for a greater 
allocation of trees, and signed by 1 1 8  woodcutters of whom 63 were coloured . 
Significantly the petition closed with an appeal for assistance, 'whether we are 
Engl ish, Dutch or Coloured '.22 

Coloureds and poor whites furthermore shared the same residential areas. At 
Suurvlakte in the George district, at Ouplaas and Soutrivier close to Knysna, 
and at the Crags, Harkerville and Kraaibos deeper in the forest, both groups 
occupied their smallholdings on the same conditions, and accord ing to an 
investigation in 1 933, l ived 'cheek by jowl' and regarded each other as 'com­
plete equals'. Under these conditions marriages across the colour bar might, 
at times, have meant social advancement for whites. In 1 933 it was reported 
'that there are white girls who are only too glad to become the wives of 
coloured men, whom they have known since childhood and who were more 
prosperous than the girls' own white parents'.23 

This situation was viewed with considerable alarm by the moral watchdogs of 
the Afrikaner volk, such as dominees and others who involved themselves in  
the issue. Their concern about the 'fallen fellow-Afrikaners' became an import­
ant element in the general response to the poor white question in this region. 
Testifying before the select commission on white unemployment as early as 
1 91 3, the Rev. A. D. Luckhoff, who was particularly interested in the woodcut­
ters, considered the coloureds a major obstacle in the advancement of the 
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Tree shelter or 'skerm '. 
Bushcutters went out on 
Sunday evening or Monday 
morning to work, returning 
on Friday afternoon. They 
lived in 'skerms' made of 
corrugated iron built into a 

tree in case of prowling 
elephants (Millwood House, 
Knysna) 

poor whites. 'The question would not be so urgent if we did not have the 
coloured population here, ' he argued, 'but the fact of our having the coloured 
population here and the fact that they are advancing in every direction . . .  
makes the situation so very serious. I f  we did not have that question, the poor 
white problem would not be so serious. It would almost solve itself. '24 As a 
response, the Dutch Reformed Church initiated various relief schemes, includ­
ing church settlements for the white poor only.25 These settlements, however, 
only accommodated a small minority of the impoverished whites, and in the 
thirties the issue of the poor and their relations with the coloureds in the forest 
belt became part of the broader Afrikaner economic mobilisation aimed at, 
amongst other things, the eradication of white poverty. In particular, Dr H. F. 
Verwoerd, at the time professor in psychology and sociology at the University 
of Stellenbosch and a prominent academic during the economic 'volkskon-
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gres' of 1934, emphasised the 'grave danger' of 'racial mixing' in the area and 
the necessity of 'racial separation' as a prerequisite for the 'upliftment' of the 
woodcuner population. 26 However, neither the. white poor nor the coloureds 
were particularly perturbed about the situation, and although some of the 
whites moved away after they had improved their financial position, it was only 
in the fifties, after the advent of National Party rule, that these mixed residential 
areas were destroyed by official decree. 

Timber merchants and woodcutters 

In trying to account for the poverty of the woodcutter population, it is of little 
explanatory value to adopt the notion that they were 'prisoners of their culture', 
which implies 'that once a people has acquired a pattern of behaviour more 
suited to the past, once they have been imbued with values and norms of a 
bygone age, they can simply not adapt themselves to a modern economy'.27 
On the contrary, the impact of 'modern economy', and more specifically 
merchant capital in the area, had more to do with the poverty of the woodcut­
ters than their supposed innate 'backwardness' and 'laziness'. 

While accepting that merchant capital differs qualitatively from industrial caRi­
tal and is involved at the level of exchange rather than the level of production, 28 
in the southern Cape forest region it was, in the absence of any significant local 
industrial economic base, powerful enough to exert a decisive influence on 
social relations. Indeed, if the early Randlords on the Witwatersrand were 
central in the shaping of the socio-economic environment in the Transvaal and 
beyond, the timber merchants, sawmill owners and general dealers (often 
rolled into one) were the financial giants of the forests and, though on an 
obviously smaller scale, of comparable importance in determining the con­
tours of the social landscape in the area. 

By far the most prominent timber merchant was the firm of Thesen and 
Company. The Thesen family came to South Africa in 1869 from Stavanger in 
Norway after their shipping business in Norway had suffered badly because of 
the Danish-German war of 1864. Originally they had intended starting anew in 
New Zealand. However, after they had docked their ship, the Albatros, for 
repairs in Cape Town they came into contact with the Swedish-Norwegian 
consul and merchant C. A. Akerberg, who informed them about the shortage 
of ships along the South African coast. The interest of the head of the family, 
Arnt Thesen, was aroused. Akerberg put the Thesens in touch with some Cape 
merchants who wanted cargoes delivered along the coast, including the port 
of Knysna at the time. Knysna. a small town of some 200 whites at that time. is 
situated on a lagoon protected by a narrow channel with towering cliffs on 
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either side. The scenery, which is reminiscent of Norway and its fjords, ap­
pealed to the Thesens. But more importantly, the economic potential of the 
large forests close by attracted them and in April 1 870 the family decided to 
settle in Knysna. They established a profitable relationship with Akerberg who 
handled the timber carried from Knysna, and in turn suppl ied the Thesens with 
general merchandise for the area. 

When Arnt Thesen died in 1 875 , the leadership of the company passed to the 
fourth son, Charles Wilhelm, who vlgorously expanded and d iversified the 
business: a whaling venture was established, additional ships were purchased, 
large tracts of land suitable for farming and tree-planting were acquired, and a 
short railway l ine was built into the Knysna forests for the transportation of 
timber. Charles Thesen also extended his influence in other directions. At the 
age of twenty-five he became a member of the first municipal council of Knysna 
and later served as mayor for two periods (1 890-1 893 and 1 92 1- 1924) and at 
times also acted as a justice of the peace as well as chairman of the local 
chamber of commerce. In addition he served on the divisional council for 
many years, and between 1 925 and 1928 was chairman. He also had a brief 
spell as member of the Cape Provincial Council.29 Under Charles Thesen's 
direction, and especially through his combination of extensive interests with 
an array of public positions, the company became a powerful and dominating 
force in the region. Not without reason it was asserted in 1 939 that the Thesens 
had 'the d istrict in the hollow of their hands'.30 

Charles Thesen pursued profits single-mindedly and relentlessly. 'As a timber 
merchant' ,  he frankly stated in 1 920, his sole concern was 'to turn over the 
money as quickly as one can'.31 Not surprisingly, he was noted for his 'shrewd 
mastery of detail and money'.32 More research needs to be done on the 
financial growth of the Thesen company, but in the early 1 970s it was a 
multi-mill ion rand concern.33 However, the accumulation of such wealth, with 
the timber trade as its main and original base, was not accomplished without 
casualties. Much of the wealth which accrued to the Thesens and other smaller 
timber merchants d id so at the expense of the woodcutter population. Be­
tween 1 776 and 1 939 the forests yielded timber to the val ue of at least £50 
mil l ion and the bulk of this amount was obtained in the period 1 880-1 939, 
which coincided with the emergence of the timber merchants.34 Very l ittle of 
this money found its way into the pockets of the woodcutters, and the timber 
merchants and other middle-men were the main beneficiaries. In 1 91 1 ,  in an 
unusually candid statement, H. Ryan, assistant d istrict forest officer at Knysna, 
made the connection between capital accumulation and indigency in the 
forest region abundantly clear. Charles Thesen, according to Ryan, was 'the 
principal member of a class which, by its absorption of the profits attending 
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the timber industry, has been chiefly responsible for the impoverishment of the 
woodcutter'.35 Equally pertinent was the observation, 27 years later, of A. J. 
Werth, National Party member for George, that the 'firm of Thesen are people 
who want to buy the timber as cheaply as possible. They are the people who 
throughout the whole history have never yet done anything to help these 
people [woodcutters] out of the forest. Their ob&ct is to get rich out of timber 
and they have, as a matter of fact, succeeded. · 

There were considerable profits to be made in the timber trade. In his evidence 
before the unemployment commission of 1920 R. Burton, chief conservator of 
forests in the area, explicitly stated that 'the profit of the merchant is a most 
substantial one' . He further explained that 'if you would take in Johannesburg 
the price of wagon wood sold there, and contrast that with the prices paid to 
the woodcutter here, you would see that there is a very large margin of profit'. 
Upon being asked whether he had made sufficient allowance for the transport­
ation and other costs incurred by the merchant, he replied: 'I have taken that 
all into consideration, and I still consider that the profit made by ... the timber 
merchant is a most substantial one. '37 In 1929 it was calculated that the timber 
merchants worked on a profit margin of at least 400 per cent. 38 

The established timber merchants like the Thesens had a virtual monopoly 
over the timber trade, and went to great lengths to protect their dominance. 
Attempts on the part of others to break their stranglehold met with uncom­
promising opposition. For instance, in 1927 J. van Reenen, a local farmer, 
erected a sawmill on his property and planned to bypass the merchants by 
organising the woodcutters into a co-operative society, encouraging them to 
sell their wood to him instead of to the established merchants. The woodcut­
ters would have benefited in that a percentage of the profit would have been 
distributed amongst the members of the proposed co-operative. This scheme, 
which had the potential to erode the interests of the established merchants, 
ran into formidable problems even before it could be launched. Through the 
'powerful influence' of Thesen in particular, the threat of competition was 
swiftly eliminated. Van Reenen found that his credit at the Standard Bank 
suddenly dried up, and that the manager of the other bank in town, the National 
Bank, also refused him credit facilities. It later transpired that the established 
merchants had closed ranks and exerted such pressure that the two bank 
managers, not wishing to antagonise their largest clients, were disinclined to 
assist Van Reenen.39 

It is also necessary to look at the system of exchange which enabled the 
merchants to keep the woodcutters in perpetual bondage. Although the 
licensed woodcutter was entitled to buy standing timber from the government, 
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he had to compete with the agents of timber merchants and mill owners who 
obtained concessions to buy timber at the annual auction sales. 

This resulted in the agents regularly outbidding the woodcutter. In order to 
acquire trees the woodcutter then had to turn to the merchant who only ceded 
his right to the timber on the stiffest conditions. Usually these conditions meant 
that the merchant was not only compensated for the auction dues and license 
fees which he incorporated into the agreement, but that the woodcutter was 
also bound to deliver the timber (either in log form or processed into required 
articles like felloes, spokes or naves) fo the merchant. In addition the timber 
merchants often doubled up as shopkeepers. By making cash advances or 
allowing credit for general merchandise in return for a substantial supply of 
timber, the sho�keeper-cum-merchant's hold over the woodcutter was further 
strengthened.4 

The way in which merchant capital operated on the ground clearly left the 
woodcutter in a most vulnerable position. Rev. Luckhoff vividly (if somewhat 
ungrammatically) described in 191 1 how the merchants benefited at every 
turn: 

The wood merchant and millowner are the parties for ever on the safe side, 
which ever have a big pull over the competing woodcutter. They have the 
pull over the woodcutter when the latter comes to them for advances with 
which to buy timber in the forest, and when they can make their own condi­
tions. They have the pull again when the woodcutter comes to them with 
his finished and worked up wood as to the only market. They have the pull 
a third time when, after deducting the advances, or the l icences and 
auction dues taken over from them by the woodcutter, they can give the 
balance in retailed foodstuffs that have been bought at wholesale rates. 

The effect of this relationship was, Luckhoff continued, 

. . .  that the woodcutter is for ever under, and under he must remain so long 
as the existing conditions remain. He is continually in debt, he falls deeper 
and deeper into debt, he is forever in the power of the merchant and there 
is little or no prospect of getting out of bondage.41 

It is abundantly clear that the material conditions of the woodcutters were 
largely determined and shaped by the operation of merchant capital in the 
area. 

This was, in the main, a development which occurred after the discovery of 
minerals in the interior and the subsequent growth of industrial South Africa. 
To a great extent woodcutters did their own marketing before diamonds and 
gold transformed the South African economy. During that period they had 
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been correspondingly better off. An elderly woodcutter remembered in 1933 
that in earlier days, before about 1 886, they used to load their wagons with 
wood which they sold at Riversdale, Swellendam and as far afield as Worces­
ter. 'One wagon brought in £50, and a trek of 1 8  wagons thus meant £900. 
Those were the days,' he recalled.42 However, few woodcutters possessed 
sufficient capital and resources to meet the increased demands and higher 
distribution costs which accompanied the changing economic order after the 
1 870s and 1 880s. Althou�h some of them did try, even as late ?S 191 3, to 
market their own wood, 3 the emerging timber merchants who had the 
necessary means and contacts rapidly displaced those woodcutters who 
marketed their timber independently. 

Old woodcutter 
(George Museum. 
Photograph: Dr F. 
le Roux) 
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Despite the debilitating effect of merchant capital on the woodcutter popula­
tion, they showed a marked resistance to wage labour. They 'proudly declined 
to accept employment, preferring to continue work in their beloved forests with 
... a very small income - but as independent operators'.44 Through their spirit 
of independence, however tenuous this might have been in objective terms. 
they managed to stave off proletarianisation. 'Forest workers love the forest 
and are proud of the fact that they are not daily-paid men. That is the ... one 
thing which still makes them strong in the midst of poverty, · A. J. Werth 
obseNed in 1939. 45 Similarly, they spumed state-initiated attempts to relocate 
them on the various land-settlements developed for poor whites during the 
twenties. 46 

The merchants were not the only group with whom the woodcutters had to 
contend. Throughout the four decades under review the Department of Fore­
stry was responsible for the conservation of the area. and it exerted consider­
able pressure to displace the woodcutters. claiming that the forests were 
incapable of supporting the existing number of woodcutters and that their 
uneconomical methods were rapidly depleting the indigenous forests. The 
struggle between the state and the woodcutters can be dated back to at least 
1913 with the introduction of the Forest Act. One clause, mentioned already, 
determined that all woodcutters had to be registered and that no new names 
could be added after the initial registration. Since the number of people on the 
list declined annually and additional registrations were disallowed, the regis­
tration clause marked the beginning of the end for the woodcutter population 
working in the indigenous forests. 
Another clause introduced a lottery system which replaced the existing auc­
tioning of trees and this meant that each woodcutter would be assured of at 
least one tree. It was hoped that the lottery system of allocating trees might 
increase the woodcutters' income, but in actual fact it had little effect on the 
powerful hold of the merchants over the woodcutters.47 In effect then, the 
woodcutters failed to benefit from either clauses of the 1913 Act. Any possible 
gains they might have made through the new allocation system were quickly 
eroded through the power of the merchants, and the registration system also 
worked to their detriment. In real terms, a slow war of attrition was being fought 
against the woodcutter community. The intention of the 1913 Act was sub­
sequently made clear by a former director of forestry when he wrote that 'the 
ultimate object was the eventual extinction of the woodcutters'.48 

The final demise of the woodcutters came in 1939 when the number of those 
registered had dwindled to 256. Through the Woodcutters' Annuity Act of that 
year they were granted an annual annuity of £25 and at the same time forfeited 
the right to work in the forests. This Act, A. J. Werth noted in Parliament in 1939, 
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'was the end of a chapter of history in those parts, and it terminates an old 
established settlement of people ... They are an interesting class of people with 
a highly developed sense of independence and self-respect. But now ... they 
are placed in the humiliating position, according to their conception, of la­
bourers. '49 

The Department of Forestry, however, rejoiced that the 1939 Act brought to 'a 
close the long drawn out struggle between the forest service and the woodcut­
ters'. It was not an easy victory though; through the 'ballot box·� as forestry 
officials ruefully admitted, the woodcutters had for three decades successfully 
politicised their own interests. 50 The woodcutter community was a sufficiently 
important interest group in the constituency for politicians to take note of their 
demands. In the 1915 election, for example, the woodcutter vote was seen to 
be a crucial factor which assisted the National Party in winning the seat from 
the South African Party.51 The woodcutters had, not surprisingly, very little 
conception of broader national issues and were almost exclusively concerned 
with 'bread and butter' issues. On these issues the woodcutters did not 
hesitate to make politicians aware of the interests of the community. Thus after 
the advent of the Pact government in 1924, M. Bouwer, a woodcutter from the 
Knysna district, expressed the hope that they would not be disappointed in the 
new administration and that the Woodcutters' Board, controlling registration, 
would be more lenient. 'We always take the trouble to walk long distances to 
vote,' he informed General J. Kemp, Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, in 
1925, 'because we have always heard that things would be better if we had 
another Government. I hope that will be the case. '52 Despite the fact that the 
woodcutters consistently voted for the National Party, their support could not 
be taken for granted. In the 1930s they even considered putting up an 
independent candidate to protect their interests.53 This idea failed to materi­
alise, but it emphasises their recognition of the power of the vote and their 
readiness to act accordingly. 

The fact that the woodcutters toyed with the idea of an independent candidate 
also demonstrates that the National Party was not necessarily the organic 
representative of poor whites in the area. At best the National Party merely 
mediated on behalf of the woodcutters. Seen in the broader context of the 
thirties and the mobilisation of Afrikanerdom during these years, the National 
Party needed the poor whites just as much, if not more, than the poor whites 
needed the party. As P. le Roux has argued in a recent paper on poor whites, 
whatever sympathy the Nationalists might have had for poor Afrikaners, it was 
decidedly also in their material interest 'to be seen to be fighting the cause of 
the poor white'. 54 In this sense there was a degree of validity in claims of United 
Party spokesmen during the debate on the Woodcutters' Annuity Act of 1939 
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that the Nationalists who vigorously opposed the act wanted 'to pose as 
champions of the poor' and 'want to use the forest workers not to satisfy the 
needs of the workers, but . . .  because they [the Nationalist� have the assur­
ance that they can depend on the support of these people' .  
Beyond that, i t  is  true that the National Party accused the United Party, in the 
debates on the Act, of serving the 'big capitalists' in the area,56 and that these 
accusations were essentially valid. However, this does not mean that the 
National Party was really anti-capitalistif. As both R. H. Davies and D. O'Meara 
have demonstrated, the National Party's espousal of 'status quo anti-capital­
ism' was little more than rhetorical and cynical, and the 'left face' of the party 
was deliberately turned to attract the 'small man' and the poor.57 

And finally, the significance of the National Party's failure to save the woodcut­
ters independence should not be exaggerated. Ultimately the woodcutters, 
despite their resilience, could not hold out indefinitely. The contours of their 
lives and work were shaped by potent forces which, in the final analysis, were 
as unstoppable as they were inimical. Indeed, 'God might have given the poor 
the wood', but it was a gift which others more powerful coveted in the service 
of Mammon. 
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Chapter 4 

Time to trek: landless whites and 

poverty in the northern Natal 

countryside, 1 902-1 939 

Verne Harris 

Writing in 1919, W. M. Macmillan made the following statement concerning 
white poverty and social relations in the South African countryside :  'Neither 
Natal nor the Western Province, where native and coloured labour respectively 
are so prominent, has either much of the bijwoner tradition or of the peculiar 
"Poor White" problem .. . ' 1 While this might have been true of Natal as a whole, 
what he called 'the bijwoner tradition' was strong in northern Natal during the 
first half of this century. And, as in most parts of South Africa, northern Natal 
experienced acute white impoverishment in the 1930s. 

The subject of whites in the early twentieth-century South African countryside 
presents the researcher with at least two terms which resist easy definition, 
namely 'poor white' and 'bywoner' . These terms have been variously defined 
in both popular usage and the literature. For this study I have decided not to 
formulate a definition of the term 'poor white' and have avoided using it as far 
as possible. As the Second Interim Report of the Unemployment Commission 
warned in 1921 , 'The term "poor whites" . . .  is not capable of brief and 
comprehensive definition. It can be better described than defined. '2 I have 
endeavoured to broaden its description by examining the people to whom it 
was applied in northern Natal. The term 'bywoner' I have avoided using 
altogether. This is because, like the term 'peasant' , the looseness of its par­
ameters makes it a clumsy tool for most purposes. In preference I have chosen 
to distinguish between twelve categories of closely defined white rural dwel­
lers,3 all but one of which have been incorporated into definitions of the term 
'bywoner' . 

In what follows I have attempted to trace the experience of both the white 
landless and the white poor (for the landless were not necessarily poor nor the 
poor necessarily landless) of northern Natal's countryside between 1 902 and 
1939. Of necessity I have also paid some attention to the position in the towns, 
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to which so many rural dwellers moved in order to escape destitution. My focus 
is l imited by the fact that the primary sources I have consulted are almost 
exclusively official. Few insights are given by these sources into issues l ike the 
political sympathies of the landless and the poor and the ways in which they 
viewed themselves, their wealthier neighbours and landlords, and the state . .; 
In  this chapter I have addressed two central questions: precisely what ties to 
the land were enjoyed by landless whites, and how did these change in the 
period between the end of the South African War {1 902) and the start of World 
War I I ?  

The land and the farmers 

Northern Natal, or the northern districts of Natal, has been variously defined 
by administrators and scholars in this century.5 For the purpose of this study 
it is regarded as that region comprising Kl ip River County and the territory 
ceded to Natal after the South African War; in other words, Natal north of the 
Thukela River but excluding Zululand.6 Before considering the people who 
worked the land in this region, i t is important to examine briefly its agro-eco­
logy, 7 for the environment people seek to exploit always shapes them in a 
variety of ways. 

Four veld types are to be found in northern Natal: highland sourveld, tall 
grassveld, sandy sourveld and thornveld. Highland sourveld is restricted to the 
highveld areas, which are situated in the Drakensberg foothil ls, the Biggars­
berg range and parts of Utrecht, Paulpietersburg and Vryheid. The rainfall in 
these areas is good and the soils poor but deep. The vegetation is primarily a 
dense grass cover the nutritive value and palatabil ity to livestock of which 
decreases as it matures. It is useful for grazing for only four or five months of 
the year. Consequently, winter grazing in the lowveld areas was important to 
farmers in the period under review. The tall grassveld areas, to be found 
primarily in the Kl ip R iver, Bergvil le and Utrecht districts, are characterised by 
a poorly d istributed rainfall , soil possessing a shallow topsoil and an extremely 
erodable subsoil , and a grass cover of 'mixed' veld. By 'mixed' veld is meant 
a grass cover which is useful for grazing for about eight months in the year. 
Sandy sourveld, predominant in Newcastle, Dundee and Vryheid, is suitable 
for extensive farming only. The low rainfall is i l l-d istributed and unreliable. The 
soils are sandy and erodable, while an underlying layer of laterite causes poor 
drainage. Although most of its grasses are sour, burning of the veld in late 
summer and autumn enables it to carry l ivestock throughout the year. The 
thornveld areas of Kl ip River, Babanango and Ngotshe8 are the driest in 
northern Natal. The rainfall is even more unreliable than in the sandy sourveld 
areas, while the greater intensity of its fall (thunderstorms are prevalent and 
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rain occurs as sharp showers) . the hilly nature of the terrain (greater run-off) , 
and the intense heat in summer all reduce its effectiveness. Frequent hail­
storms are a great menace to crops, and the soils though chemically rich, 
generally tend to be impervious and readily eroded. These factors, together 
with the facts that the thornveld's sweet grasses maintain their palatability and 
feed value through the year and that certain other plants provide good brows­
ing, make pastoral farming a far more attractive proposition than the growing 
of crops. 

In terms of farming potential, the striking feature of northern Natal is its 
marginal nature. Predominantly suitable for only semi-intensive and extensive 
operations, it promises disaster as the consequence of heavy grazing and 
cultivation without irrigation, fertilisation and the implementation of soil conser­
vation methods. Even today, farmers utilising advanced farming methods are 
frequently balked by the environment when trying to intensify their operations. 
Added difficulties are presented by periods of drought and locust invasion. The 
region experienced acute drought in 1 902/03, 191 3  and 1 930-1936, while large 
areas were invaded by locusts in 1 904 and again in the early 1930s. Between 
1 902 and 1 939 much of northern Natal's soils and grasses were exhausted by 
the region's farmers, both white and African. The phenomenon was serious 
enough for the Natal Regional Survey, 1 (1 951 ) to comment that 'many of the 
current farming practices will have to be modified if the area is not to disappear 
altogether as a farming region'.9 This was particularly true of the tall grassveld 
and thornveld areas. In the former, the main culprits seem to have been more 
'progressive' white farmers expanding their operations to meet growing mar­
kets. 1 0 In the latter, they were African tenant farmers crowded on primarily 
white-owned land over-grazing the low carrying capacity sweet grasses. 1 1  The 
narrowness of the limits laid down by nature in this region, together with the 
fact that markets were small and access to outside markets limited, ensured 
that the capitalisation of agriculture, vital to the development of rural social 
relations, was a gradual process. 

In 1 902 the vast majority of the region's white farmers conducted pastoral 
farming operations, primarily for beef and wool. Maize, sorghum, oats and 
wheat were grown for feed and labourers' rations. The period 1 902-1939 saw 
two major developments in white livestock farming. Firstly, owing largely to the 
prevalence of East Coast Fever in the sandy sourveld areas, sheep ranching 
expanded at the expense of cattle ranching. 12  And secondly, increasing 
numbers of ranchers, particularly in Bergville and Klip River, switched to 
dairying. 1 3  Both developments represented a squeeze on tenant farmers, 
white and African. With better quality herds to sustain and protect, landowners 
sought a tighter control over the size and movement of tenant herds. A large 
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number of northern Natal's white ranchers were Free State and Transvaal 
farmers who had purchased farms in the region for winter grazing and as a 
source of labour. In addition, many wealthier white farmers in the highland 
sourveld and tall grassveld areas of northern Natal owned farms in the lowveld 
for the same purposes. At the beginning of every winter thousands of cattle 
and sheep were driven down into the lowveld. Some indication of the scale of 
this annual migration is given by the Ngotshe Magistrate's 1912 estimate of 
between sixty and seventy thousand sheep being moved into this district 
annually. 1 4 And George Pringle, a retired northern Natal farmer, remembers 
bringing his father's eight thousand sheep down from Wakkerstroom into Klip 
River County annually in the 1920s. 1 5 

The great majority of tenant farmers in northern Natal were Africans living on 
private white-owned land in the absence of 'reserves' and with the scarcity of 
company, mission and African-owned land. In the period under review "these 
labour and rent tenants experienced growing inroads into their rights in land 
and livestock as well as growing demands to provide landlords with labour. 
Nevertheless, and despite the operation of the 1913 Natives Land Act, a 
significant proportion was able to avoid more than slight labour obligations up 
until 1939. Only on the few wattle and cotton plantations in the region were 
white farmers reliant on cash labourers with no rights in land and livestock. 

But African labour and rent tenants were not the only landless farmers in the 
northern Natal countryside: it is the aim of the following section to examine in 
depth the range of white tenant farmers to be found in northern Natal. It is 
worth pointing out at this stage that the precise quantification of landless 
whites is difficult . The only figures I was able to trace were from the Vryheid 
Repatriation Commission, which categorised the white farmers of Vryheid in 
November 1902 as follows: 168 ' landed proprietors', 178 'bijwoners ' and 20 
' lessees' . 1 6 I t  is plain from these figures that in Vryheid, at least, landless whites 
were a significant proportion of the white population in the first decade of the 
twentieth century. And it is probable that this holds true for the other districts 
in the ex-South African Republic territory, where the 'bijwoner tradition' was 
equally strong. The position in Klip River County is not as clear, though the high 
proportion of Dutch/Afrikaans-speakers (two in five according to the 1904 
Population Census) and the large number of farms owned by absentee Free 
State and Transvaal farmers ensured a fertile soil for the tradition. 

The landless whites 

In his study of poor whites in North Middelburg, Rob Morrell has emphasised 
the often deep divisions amongst these rural dwellers. 1 7 What follows rein-
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forces the need for careful differentiation between the various categories of 
landless whites to be found in the South African countryside during the first half 
of this century. In attempting to do so for northern Natal, I have drawn 
extensively from magistrates' records, especially the files dealing with admin­
istration of state aid and relief schemes in the late 1920s and 1930s. These files 
often provide detailed information on the precise nature of tenants' conditions 
of occupation and their material and other circumstances. They are less helpful 
in establishing gradual changes over time, and provide little detail for the early 
period. 

Two broad categories of landless whites can be identified: those who dwelt on 
the same property as their landlords and those whose landlords were absent. 
The most common arrangement in the former instance was for the tenant to 
provide the landowner with labour and a share of the crops in return for access 
to land. Found throughout northern Natal, this arrangement varied consider­
ably in detail: access to grazing land ranged from no provision to unlimited; 
the provision of arable land ranged from 20 morgen to as much as the tenant 
wished to plant ; and the share of crops kept by the tenant ranged from a tenth 
to a half. It is important to note that whereas some landlords put the sharecrop­
per/labour tenant in charge of all cultivation on the farm, others provided him 
with arable land which he worked only for himself as well as requiring him to 
work arable land elsewhere on the farm on a shares basis. An example of the 
latter is provided by a certain S. L. Landman, tenant on a Paulpietersburg farm 
in the 1930s. 1 8  He was required to assist in all the farming operations and to 
provide his landlord with a half share of a tobacco crop reaped from 15 
morgen. In addition, he was given six morgen of arable land for his own use. 
In every instance examined for this study, the sharecropper/labour tenant 
enjoyed access to the landlord's African labour, implements and draught 
animals, and was given free housing and seed. Sometimes free meat was also 
provided. Extremely rare was the landlord who only required a share of the 
crops from a tenant living on the same farm. I was able to trace only a single 
reference to such an arrangement, a Bergville farmer providing his sharecrop­
per with arable land, free grazing for an unrestricted number of cattle, seed, 
and the use of implements and three African labourers in return for one tenth 
of the crop. 19 Also rare was the labour tenant, who in return for access to land, 
was required to provide his landlord with labour services. An example of this 
category of landless white is George Boshoff, who lost his own land in the early 
1930s and was taken on as a labour tenant by his son-in-law in the Newcastle 
district.20 In return for his services he was given 30 morgen of arable land, 
unlimited access to grazing, free seed and the use of implements and African 
labour. 
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Categorisation of landless whites in northern Nata l 

Land lord Form of payment Designation 

Labour Labourer ( 1 )  
Labour tenant (2) 

Management Manager (3) 

Resident Labour and share of crops Sharecropper/labourer 
tenant (4) 

Share of crops Sharecropper (5) 

Nothing Free tenant (6) 

Nothing Free tenant (7) 

Share of crops Sharecropper (8) 

Absentee Labour and share of crops Sharecropper/labourer 
tenant (9) 

Labour Labour tenant (1 O) 

Kind or cash Rent tenant (1 1 )  (1 2) 

Three categories of landless whites resident on the same property as their 
landlords remain to be described. First, the free tenant, who enjoyed access 
to land without being required to render payment in any form. In every case 
examined for this study, the tenant was Dutch/Afrikaans-speaking, resident on 
a relative's property and given access to land as an alternative to impoverish­
ment. For example, in 1 938 M. S. Heyns took on his brother-in-law as a free 
tenant after the latter had lost his temporary job on the railways and incurred 
a debt of £80.21 Second, the farm manager, to be found throughout the region 
and representing a less independent standing than those of the categories 
described thus far. Farm managers, both English- and Dutch/Afrikaans-speak­
ing, were usually paid at least partially in cash and frequently lived in the same 
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house as their employees. Nevertheless, I was unable to find reference to a 
farm manager who did not retain certain rights in both land and l ivestock. 
White farm labourers, on the other hand, d id not enjoy these rights and 
received payment in the form of cash, accommodation and food. They were 
Engl ish-speaking and, l ike the farm managers, to be found on the farms of 
relatively wealthy and rapidly capital ising farmers. 

Far more common than the tenant dwell ing on the same farm as his landlord 
was the tenant of an absentee landlord. In most instances the absentee 
landlord was a highveld farmer who owned a farm or farms in the sandy 
sourveld and thornveld areas for winter grazing or as a source of African tenant 
labour. White tenants were engaged for one or a combination of the following 
reasons: to supervise farming operations, especially in the winter months; to 
fulfil beneficial occupation requirements on land bought from the state (al­
though it seems that these requirements could be circumvented easily) ; and 
as a source of income. 

Five categories of tenant having an absentee landlord can be identified . Least 
common were the rent tenant (paying in cash or in kind for the right to occupy) 
and the free tenant. The latter, as with his counterpart on land occupied by its 
owner was, as far as one can tell from the sources consulted for this study, 
always Dutch/Afrikaans-speaking, usually resident on land owned by a 
relative, and usually given a place after fall ing on hard times. Not surprisingly, 
this practice became relatively widespread in the 1 930s. Most common were 
arrangements involving payment in the form of labour, a share of the crops or 
both. Of the former, most involved labour tenants caring for the l ivestock of 
absentee landlords during the winter months in return for rights in land and 
l ivestock. In some instances tenants also received a cash wage - for example, 
W. A. de Witt of Newcastle district received £6 per annum in addition to 25 
morgen arable land and grazing for ten head of cattle from his landlord in the 
mid-1 930s.22 However, most landlords using lowveld farms for grazing pur­
poses required their white tenants to provide both labour and a share of the 
crops. This arrangement was to be found throughout northern Natal 's lowveld, 
the share of the crops required ranging between 1 5  per cent and two thirds 
(although half and two thirds shares were the most common). Finally, there 
was the sharecropper who had no labour obligations. To be found almost 
exclusively in the ex-South African Republic territory, they were expected to 
provide their landlords with either a half or three quarters of their harvest. I n  
rare instances sharecroppers also received a cash wage - I was able to  trace 
only one such arrangement, a Paulpietersburg sharecropper receiving £1 a 
month in addition to one quarter of his harvest, free grazing for 1 7  head of 
cattle, a two-morgen arable plot, and the use of African labour, wagons, oxen, 
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implements and six dairy cows. 23 It is worth noting that most white tenants 
falling into the last three categories enjoyed the free use of their landlords' 
implements, oxen and African labour. And the vast majority, if not all, were 
Dutch/Afrikaans-speaking. 

As was pointed out in the introduction, all but one of the twelve categories of 
rural dweller outlined above have been incorporated into one or other defini­
tion of the term 'bywoner'. The exception is the rent tenant paying in cash for 
the right of occupation. Contemporary popular usage incorporated categories 
2 to 11,24 while the Carnegie Commission into the Poor White -Problem in 
South Africa incorporated only categories 1 to 6, namely those landless whites 
dwelling on farms occupied by their owners.25 In administering the Rural 
Rehabilitation and Housing Scheme in the late 1930s, the state attempted to 
distinguish between 'bywoners', 'overseers' and 'assistants', the name 'by­
woner' being applied to my categories 2 and 4 to 1 O, 'overseers' to category 
3 and 'assistants' to category 1. 

Very few white tenants, whatever their category, enjoyed security of tenure ; it 
is probable that none had written contracts with their landlords. Of the verbal 
contracts details of which I was able to trace and where a specified period of 
time was laid down, most were of five years' duration. But even seemingly 
secure verbal contracts could be fragile. The case of J. H. Steenkamp, free 
tenant on his neighbour's unoccupied farm, illustrates this point.26 In 1935, 
having lost his own land, he was given 20 morgen of arable land, 500 morgen 
of grazing land and the use of a span of oxen and a kraal of African labour 
tenants, guaranteed for a period of ten years. But in the same year the 
neighbour died, and his daughter changed the terms to seven morgen arable 
land, two morgen grazing land and a half share of his crops. The harmful 
consequences of lack of security have received eloquent comment from the 
1 921  Unemployment Commission and the Carnegie Commission. As the latter 
observed: 

The bywoner or share tenant usually has no security of tenure, and 
consequently makes no effort to be careful in his use of pasture or arable 
land, nor does he aim at improvement. This in turn reacts unfavourably 
on the landowner. Many bywoners complained that, after receiving notice 
to quit, they received no compensation for permanent improvements. 
Only too often purely personal bickerings, or disagreements about the 
rights and obligations of either party, led to the cancelling of the con­
tract. 27 

Northern Natal magistrates in the period under review also identified what they 
saw as a lack of endeavour on the part of 'bywoners'. And the cancelling of 
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contracts was a frequent occurrence. Despite what O'Meara calls 'a strong 
sense of community' amongst Afrikaners,28 the evidence shows that Afrikaner 
landlords in northern Natal often felt little restraint when ejecting unwanted 
fellow-Afrikaner tenants. In consequence, the degree of movement amongst 
landless whites, especially the poor, was high. I discovered few references to 
tenants who had stayed in one place for any great length of time and many to 
tenants who had changed locality repeatedly. This pattern seems to have 
grown during the 1930s, although by the close of the decade it had been 
subsumed by a stronger movement, that of a drift off the land. As the Report 
of the Economic and Wage Commission warned in 1925, 'the bywoner has 
security neither of tenure nor of status. The system has no power �o hold him 
to the land when other forces are tending to drive him off the land. 29 

Time to trek 

Although ravaged by the South African War and crippling drought immediately 
after it, the northern Natal countryside was able to sustain a relative increase 
in the white population dependent on it between 1904 and 1911. 30 The 
population of the region's towns and villages stagnated. The rate of growth 
was sustained between 1911 and 1921, but fell away markedly thereafter: 
landless whites in northern Natal were beginning to succumb to the growing 
pressures attendant on landowners switching from cattle ranching to sheep or 
dairy farming. But a drift from the land was less marked in the region than in 
Natal as a whole. This is probably explicable in terms of the relatively slow 
emergence of capitalist agriculture in the region and a commensurately slower 
squeeze by landlords on their tenants, white and African. But the 1930s were 
years of crisis for South African agriculture, thousands of white farmers, both 
landlords and tenants, succumbing to the dual blows of depression and 
drought. The population figures for northern Natal reflect this in striking 
fashion. Between 1931 and 1936 the region's white rural population showed 
an absolute decrease for the first time, while its white urban population 
increased more rapidly than ever before. By 1936 there were fewer whites in 
the countryside than in the towns and villages. It was in this time of crisis that 
the ties to the land enjoyed by white tenant farmers in northern Natal were 
irrevocably loosened. The trickle had become a flood. 

The origins of the trickle are to be found in the outbreak of rinderpest in the late 
1890s and the differential impact of the South African War on northern Natal's 
white farmers. All had seen their herds ravaged by rinderpest. All had suffered 
grievous material loss during the Boer invasion, Buller's ponderous northward 
drive and the guerrilla warfare which endured until the Peace of Vereeniging. 
And all experienced the depredation of drought, disease and locust invasion 
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in the two years following the cessation of hostilities. The position in 1904 was 
described as follows by the Vryheid Magistrate: 

Though the farmers have striven hard to face their difficulties, most of them 
being ruined during the war, they have met with little success, owing 
entirely to the bad seasons which have unfortunately prevailed since 
peace, and to the depredation of locusts, cattle disease, and other 
calamities over which they had no control; and now, to make matters 
worse, the dreaded Tick Fever has appeared in this district.31 

The position was equally bleak elsewhere in the region. But the potential for 
recovery varied greatly. In Klip River County Dutch/Afrikaans-speakers en­
joyed little hope of state assistance, most of them having disqualified them­
selves by assisting the invading Boer forces in one way or another.32 The Natal 
government was prepared to pursue a conciliatory policy towards them, 
imposing relatively light sentences on convicted rebels, ensuring their right to 
their immovable property (in the face of strong opposition from English-speak­
ing colonists) and assisting the destitute by admitting them into refugee 
camps. But it was unwilling to provide financial assistance. Applications for this 
kind of assistance were rejected, even after the granting of free pardon in 1905. 
And the claims for compensation made by the Klip River Dutch to the Invasion 
Losses Enquiry Commission were more often than not rejected. This body was 
appointed by the Imperial government and was directly responsible to the 
government of Natal. Its working principle was that compensation was 'to be 
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awarded only as an act of grace to those who were loyal and had suffered 
through adherence to their loyalty'. 33 The claims of convicted rebels, the wives 
and children of rebels, and 'those who had traded in any way with the enemy 
. . .  ' were not entertained. 34 Those who were merely suspected of disloyalty had 
75 percent of their claims 'held back' .35 Quite clearly the war's impact was felt 
more acutely by the Dutch/Afrikaans-speakers, and most acutely by those of 
their number less well-equipped to weather this kind of blow, namely the tenant 
farmers. 

-
Better prospects were enjoyed by ex-burghers east of the Buffalo River in the 
ex-South African Republic territory. Their immediate post-war interests were 
placed in the hands of two Repatriation Commissions, the responsibilities of 
which were to supervise the return of ex-burghers to their dwellings, deal with 
claims for losses sustained in the war, distribute rations to the needy, adminis­
ter low-interest loans and make seed, implements and provisions available to 
farmers on a repayment system. As in the rest of South Africa, and especially 
because it was characterised by African tenant resistance to the return of Boer 
landowners and tenants, the ex-South African Republic territory experienced 
the rural reconstruction programme's bias in favour of white agriculture.36 
Nevertheless, in practice, the commissions were shackled by Imperial parsi­
mony. As the Utrecht Repatriation Commission reported in 1902: 

A good deal of suspicion and uncertainty has arisen amongst the Burghers 
owing to the refusal of applications made under section 1 0  . . .  for loans 
free of interest for 2 years and repayable over a period of years at 3 per 
cent. This refusal has, I am afraid, raised doubts as to Britain's intentions 
to carry out the terms of the treaty in full . . .  37 

Moreover, only landless farmers were rec�;ted to give security for loans and 
items received on the repayment system. As in Klip River County, it was the 
poorest who had to struggle hardest to recover. Although no mass exodus 
from the countryside followed the war - quite the contrary in fact was pointed 
out above - nevertheless the war inflicted a body-blow from which many 
white rural dwellers never recovered. 

But maintaining a place on the land did not mean working the land profitably. 
As the Ngotshe magistrate reported in 1919, in the midst of what he called 'a 
forward movement' in farming operations: 
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. . .  the only people who appear to be incapable of sharing in the movement 
are the people who form the indigent classes. They somehow cannot 
make headway. They could if they would but try and it is here where they 
fail : They do not try. It is a mystery how they live.39 



Certainly the evidence suggests that ignorance, an unwillingness to change, 
and the depressing effects of hardship played their part in entrenching poverty. 
But the difficulties in working a marginal farming area, the repeated blows dealt 
by nature in the form of drought, livestock disease and locusts, and the 
obstacles posed by poverty in securing state assistance, ensured that even the 
best will in the world on the part of landless whites could not look much beyond 
mere survival. For all but a few the prospect of eventually purchasing land was 
impossibly remote. In addition, their access to land was increasingly threat­
ened by the emergence, albeit more slowly than elsewhere in Natal , of a class 
of capitalist farmers. The latter, whether dairy farmers, cattle ranchers or sheep 
ranchers, sought a more efficient use of their land and the conversion of labour 
tenants into wage labourers. All tenants, white and African, on land owned by 
them began to feel the squeeze. But it was the African tenants, their labour 
cheaper and more easily exploited , who proved to be more resilient.40 More­
over, white farmers expanding their operations could no longer afford the drain 
on African labour resources constituted by the presence of white tenants. 

Strong as the squeeze was in certain parts of northern Natal, especially in the 
1 920s, the access to land of most white tenants was only severed in the 1 930s. 
During this decade many, lacking the state support enjoyed by the landed, in 
the face of acute economic and natural crises were unable to make a living on 
the land ; others were evicted by landlords no longer able or willing to carry 
tenants doing little more than exhausting their soils and pastures; yet others 
decided to try for a better life through local relief works funded by the state.41  

Most tenuously placed were the sharecroppers, sharecroppers/labour ten­
ants, labour tenants and free tenants whose landlords dwelt on the same 
property. Concentrated mostly west of the Buffalo River in Klip River County, 
they all but disappeared in the decade before World War 1 1 .42 And it is probable 
that this decade also saw the rights in land and livestock enjoyed by farm 
managers finally undermined. White tenants who worked the lowveld proper­
ties of absentee highveld farmers proved to be marginally more resilient. Some 
were able to weather the 1 930s and maintain ties to the land until as late as the 
1 950s. Thus Hurwitz was able to point out in 1 957 that 'Farms on the "shares 
system" are mostly concentrated in the northern districts, especially Utrecht, 
Vryheid and Newcastle. This is mainly due to sharecroppers, who have not 
entirely disappeared. ·43 

But the vast majority of northern Natal's white tenant farmers were catapulted 
into a new set of social relations during the 1 930s: whether swelling the ranks 
of the region's farm . labourers and managers or becoming part of South 
Africa's white urban labour aristocracy, their access to the means of produc­
tion had been severed. 
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State assistance and rel ief on the land 

In the period under review, and especially after the assumption of political 
power by the Pact government in 1924, the South African state displayed a 
growing sensitivity to the interests of white farmers.44 However, white farmers 
made widely differing demands on the state. The interests of farmers practising 
labour tenancy both willingly and reluctantly (confronted by labour tenant 
resistance to being transformed into proletarians) diverged in important ways 
from those successfully converting to wage labour. The latter's labour needs 
were greater and they found themselves in more direct competition for labour 
with the mines and cities than the former. Consequently, the pressure they 
exerted on the state to mobilise and control labour was far greater, and 
increasingly they pressed for the restriction and ultimate abolition of labour 
tenancy. Caught between these pioneers of capitalist agriculture in South 
Africa and the African labour and rent tenant population were the landless and 
rural whites, who strove to maintain their access to the land. While the political 
voice enjoyed by them ensured that their interests could not be entirely 
ignored by the state, advancing capitalist agriculture, especially in the 1930s, 
determined that state assistance would never be sufficient to sustain white 
tenant farmers as a class. 

In the first two decades of Union, l imited assistance was given in various forms 
to white tenant farmers by the state. Firstly, would-be purchasers of land were 
assisted. The 1912 Land Settlement Act laid down that a candidate need put 
down only 20 per cent of the purchase-price, the balance being met by the 
state and repayable in 40 half-yearly instalments at 4 per cent per annum 
interest. It also empowered the state to offer extremely cheap leases to run for 
five years, at the end of which the lessee had the option to purchase. Secondly, 
subsidies were granted to landowners who took on approved families as 
tenants. And thirdly, advances were granted to 'satisfactory' candidates who 
wished to make a start in farming. In practice, these measures made little 
impact, their inadequacy being condemned by both the 1925 Economic and 
Wage Commission and the Carnegie Commission. The former suggested the 
extension of the measures, the granting of greater security of tenure to 
'bywoners' and the overall upgrading of South African agriculture. 45 Reporting 
for the latter, J. F. W. Grosskopf commented as follows: 
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On the whole South Africa has mostly evaded the real problem and tried 
to remedy the evil by charity or by local and temporary measures of relief. 
The easy ways out of the difficulty were chosen. But our social policy was 
also based too much on the assumption that the poor ought to be kept 
out of the town, without doing much towards improving conditions in the 
country itself. 46 



Quite clearly the state was not prepared to commit funds to enabling white 
tenant farmers to maintain merely a toehold in the countryside. It gave gener­
ously to the more well-to-do and able, those capable of eventually purchasing 
land and working it profitably. The rest it preferred to 'field' through various 
rural projects (probation settlements, afforestation schemes, irrigation works, 
etc.) and the promotion of a policy of 'civilised labour' in urban areas after 
1 924. 

In the face of escalating rural exodus and massive urban unemployment in the 
1930s, the state introduced several schemes designed to stem the flood of 
white tenant farmers from the land. In 1931 the Land Settlement Act of 1912 
was amended to allow purchasers to repay their state loans over forty years 
instead of twenty. And lessees under the Act in certain districts had their rents 
substantially reduced. One such district was Ngotshe in northern Natal. In 
1932 the Tenant Farmers Scheme was introduced. Initially administered by the 
Land and Agricultural Bank, it was taken over by the State Advances Re­
coveries Office in 1935. In terms of the scheme, white tenant farmers were 
given loans at 5 per cent per annum interest in order to purchase livestock. 
Funds were made available on receipt of a certificate from a local livestock 
inspection committee stating that the livestock concerned had been approved 
and branded. The scheme was discontinued in 1938, but was resurrected 
towards the end of World War I I . Another scheme was the Rural Rehabilitation 
and Housing Scheme, also known as the Bywoners', Farm Overseers' and 
Farm Assistants' Rehabilitation Scheme. Operative from 1935 to 1939 and 
administered by the Department of Labour and Social Welfare (redesignated 
Department of Social Welfare in 1937), it made funds available for subsistence 
allowances, the rail transport of tenant farmers and the building and improve­
ment of tenant dwellings. But as with the earlier measures, those of the 1930s 
were aimed primarily at redeeming the 'progressive' few. I traced numerous 
instances of applications for assistance from tenant farmers being turned 
down on the grounds that their chances of making a success of farming were 
slim. As the Secretary for Social Welfare informed one such applicant in 1938: 

The Department's information is that you have had good chances and 
opportunities to make a success of farming, but that you did not do so. In 
the circumstances the Department has decided to refuse your application 
on the grounds that there is serious doubt that you would be able to make 
a success of farming in Natal, so that the granting of public funds in this 
regard would be unjustified. 47 

A state more unwilling than ever before to sustain them, and the crushing 
impact of economic depression and natural disasters, broke the back of 
northern Natal's class of white tenant farmers. 
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Off the land 

What awaited those who were no longer able to cling to the land? For a few, 
work, but for the great majority a measure of state rel ief and grinding poverty. 
As a Newcastle tenant farmer said to the landowner evicting him in 1 936, it was 
"n slegte tyd . . .  om te trek' .48 The Natal Provincial Administration, through the 
Department of Labour, offered rel ief work on road maintenance and building 
gangs in northern Natal. Relief work was also available in the towns and on 
locust fighting units. Other work was. hard to come by. Aside from temporary 
jobs to be had in the railways, the towns offered l ittle hope of employment. And 
the coal industry, in a depressed state owing to uncertain market conditions 
and fierce foreign competition, could provide l ittle employment for whites, 
especially the unskilled. Nevertheless, most of northern Natal's displaced 
white rural dwellers remained in the region. Those who did not ended their trek 
in Durban, Pietermaritzburg or on the Rand. 

But precisely how was white impoverishment dealt with in northern Natal 's 
towns? As early as February 1 927 a Joint Unemployment and Relief Commit­
tee, with representatives from the Department of Labour, the Natal Provincial 
Administration and the Durban and Pietermaritzburg Corporations, had been 
established in Natal. It was designed to promote the policy of 'civil ised labour' 
and to co-ordinate the provision of relief aid.49 The magnitude of the task which 
lay ahead is indicated by the rapid growth in numbers of 'paupers and needy 
persons' who received assistance in two northern Natal towns between 1 927 
and 1 936: in Babanango 36 between 1927 and 1 931 , 230 between 1932 and 
1 936; in Louwsburg 56 in the former period, 1 48 in the latter. 50 The assistance 
was in the form of rations, monetary grants and free medical and hospital 
treatment, and was funded by the Department of Labour and Social Welfare, 
the Department of Public Health and the Natal Provincial Administration. A 
large proportion of the latter's expenditure on poor rel ief was earmarked for 
the subsidisation of charitable organisations, which, rather than local auth­
orities, acted for the state in distributing direct poor relief in Natal 's urban 
areas. The role of these organisations was acknowledged by the Ladysmith 
Mayor in 1 934: 

The two societies which deserve special recognition and mention are the 
Ladysmith Benevolent and Child Welfare Societies. As is well-known, 
these Societies, while not being strictly speaking, Municipal Institutions, 
are to a large extent, responsible for the relief of distress and the care of 
the poor people of the Borough .. . 51 

As was pointed out by the Inter-Departmental Committee on Poor Relief and 
Charitable Institutions in 1 937, the lion's share of the Provincial Administra-
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tion's subsidy was given to the Durban and Pietermaritzburg Benevolent 
Societies: £7 310 out of £7 890 in 1936/37. 52 Subsidies were also granted by 
local authorities: for example, in 1933 the Ladysmith Benevolent Society 
received £195 from the Borough and £147 1 Os from the Provincial Administra­
tion.53 But while northern Natal's local authorities were prepared to contribute 
towards poor relief, they were reluctant to promote the state's 'civilised labour' 
policy by dismissing African employees and replacing them with unemployed 
whites. This despite the subsidisation of the latter's salaries by the Department 
of Labour and Social Welfare. The evidence suggests that there were two 
reasons for this: fear that the availability of jobs would spark an influx of 
unemployed, and the opinion that such a development constituted the re­
placement of efficient by inefficient labour. 5

4 

Conclusion 

The period 1902-1939 saw white tenant farmers in northern Natal confronted 
by several threats to their access to land and livestock: expanding capitalist 
agriculture, exhausted soils and pastures, natural disasters, economic de­
pression and an unsympathetic state. The crisis faced by all white farmers in 
the 1930s proved to be the turning point, the state throwing its weight behind 
the rapidly expanding capitalist section of white agriculture. In northern Natal 
white tenant farmers all but disappeared; only east of the Buffalo R iver were 
some, probably all the tenants of absentee landlords (my categories 7 to 12) ,  
able to cling to the land. The great majority joined either the urban labour 
aristocracy or were accommodated in my categories 1 and 3. A very few were 
able to join the ranks of the landed. 

To what eX1ent the traumatic experiences of the period under review shaped 
the consciousness of northern Natal's white tenant farmers is not addressed 
in this study. Potentially fruitful questions which remain to be answered include 
the following: How cohesive, as a class, were they? Were their political 
sympathies distinct from those of landlords? Was the return of Nationalist 
candidates in Newcastle, Klip River and Vryheid in the 1948 general election 
due in part to dissatisfaction with state assistance on the part of displaced 
white tenant farmers? I suspect that the answers to these questions, as with 
my attempt to categorise the region's landless white rural dwellers, will reveal 
a significant measure of diversity. Certainly it is probable that the conscious­
ness of a more prosperous tenant farmer, receiving state assistance and 
looking to the day when he could purchase land, would diverge in important 
ways from that of an impoverished tenant unable to secure state assistance; 
as would that of the tenant under threat of eviction from that of the tenant 
feeling little or no pressure from his landlord, and that of the tenant only 
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recently having joined the ranks of the landless from that of the tenant brought 
up in the 'bywoner tradition'. 
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Chapter 5 

'D igging a way into the working class' : 
unemployment and consciousness 
amongst the Afrikaner poor on -the 

Lichtenburg al luvial diamond 
diggings, 1 926-1 929

1 

Tim Clynick 

. .  . experience over many years has proved that the non-professional 
digger is not prepared to exchange an indolent, carefree existence for 
one demanding regular work under supervision.2 

Afrikaner proletarianisation has prompted a number of studies on the diamond 
diggers on the alluvial diggings near Lichtenburg.3 These accounts draw on 
the classic exposition of impoverishment outlined in the path-breaking 1 932 
Carnegie Commission: 

After an initial period of boom, the richer fields became more and more 
exhausted and many diggers who went there became further impover­
ished, and their families were all subject to the psychological influences 
of the general conditions of life on the diggings and the type of mentality 
which developed there. 4 

The commission's investigations concentrated on the collection of local case 
studies of poor white families, describing the social conditions on the diggings, 
the poverty and squalor of white digging families. They described the moral 
failings of 'the poor whites', their 'lack of initiative' ,  and their failure to adapt to 
the 'progressive' spirit of modern industrial life. Grosskopf attributed their 
impoverishment, for example, to 'the whole atmosphere of the diggings, with 
their cosmopolitan population, their lack of community feeling or recognised 
moral standards, and their all-pervading sense of gambling, recklessness and 
instability .. .'5 And Wilcocks repeated the well-known aphorism about the poor 
whites' unwillingness to undertake manual labour: 
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. . .  the digger . . .  carrying out his own operations, employing natives to do 
the hard manual work, was unwilling to surrender his position and mas­
tership. The man who had formerly been an underdog felt that here 'he 
was his own master and not the rich man's dog'.6 

The Carnegie investigators offer a superficial analysis of the historical process 
which created impoverishment on the diggings. They explain the success and 
failure of diggers purely in terms of market rationality and the economic 
resourcefulness of individual digger1o. They do not explore the relationship 
between white poverty and the broader economic structure of the diggings. 
Class interests and class structure on the alluvial diggings, which this chapter 
contends are of vital importance in understanding the persistence of white 
poverty and the political consciousness of the diggers. have therefore re­
mained unexplored. The explanation offered by the Carnegie Commission also 
reflected a belief about the involvement of the state with white poverty during 
the period of the Pact government. It is asserted that the Pact, which replaced 
the South African Party, was sympathetic to the needs of the Afrikaner rural 
poor in this period. This focus, it is implied, transcended the concern of the 
South African Party government with Afrikaner impoverishment. No evidence 
is offered of this benevolence however, and, as recent studies have suggested, 
the Pact was unable to mould the political economy in its own image, without 
an accommodation with capital ist interests in the market place.7 This relation­
ship has, as yet, not been explored for the alluvial diamond diggings. 

This chapter explores the fortunes of the diamond diggers, therefore, by 
focusing on the themes of class structure, economic and class interests, and 
political mobilisation and consciousness amongst the most vulnerable and 
seemingly powerless section of the white digging community between 1 926 
and 1 929. 

The Lichtenburg al luvial diggings 

In January 1 926 two Du Plessis brothers discovered diamonds whilst pros­
pecting on the farm Klipbankfontein, twelve miles to the north of Lichtenburg, 
where they farmed. On Elandsputte, an adjoining farm, Dr Harold Harger, 
prospecting under contract with the landowner, Kosie Voorendyk, located one 
of the richest deposits of alluvial gravel in the sub-continent. This farm, situated 
on the so-called Klipveld - a barren, desolate and unproductive stretch of 
country separating the western Highveld from the rich Marice River valley -
was unremarkable in appearance or agricultural potential and had been sub­
divided (in 1 92 1 )  in an effort to sell it. But by August 1 926 scarcely a farm in the 
Lichtenburg and adjoining Ventersdorp districts could be acquired whether it 
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carried gravel or not.8 From this barren dusty corner of the Western Transvaal 
there sprang into being a local industry producing over a million carats of 
diamonds in 1926 and over two million carats in the following year. This 
represented a total money value of five million pounds. The new industry had 
its economic foundations firmly rooted in the world 's demand for d iamonds, 
and supported a local population of over 150 000 people. 
From June 1926 till August 1927 forty-five public alluvial diamond diggings 
were proclaimed on seven farms in the Klipveld, and from Jan1:1ary 1928 to 
December 1928 a further fifty proclamations followed on six farms. 9 For a brief 
moment the small village of Lichtenburg blossomed into the noisy hub of the 
alluvial diamond industry where 'everybody seemed to be making money'. 
These discoveries sparked off an astonishing local migration: 

From all parts of the Transvaal, men, women and children, were wending 
their way to Elandsputte [the centre of the diggings] . . .  Many people are 
transporting their entire homes . . . Cows, sheep, donkeys, goats and even 
pigs are being driven along behind the wagons - just like the moving of 
the tribes described in the Bible. 1 0  

Professional people, civil servants, white workers, and altogether the flotsam 
and jetsam of the towns and cities were drawn towards this vortex of the 
alluvial diamond world. 1 1  

An average of some 60 to 75 per cent of farmers from the Western Transvaal 
districts of Lichtenburg, Ventersdorp, Zeerust, Wolmaransstad and Potchef­
stroom trekked to these diggings in 1926, and farmers as a catego� con­
stituted some 60 per cent of the total diggings population in 1927. 2 The 
unemployed from the Witwatersrand and the smaller Transvaal towns and 
villages constituted the next largest percentage (10 per cent) of white diggers. 
Professional diggers formed only the third largest portion of the population. 
The old established diggings on the Orange and lower Vaal rivers and at 
Bloemhof and Wolmaransstad were like cemeteries, 'the old guard' of diggers 
having trekked to Lichtenburg 'to the last man'. 1 3 

Voorendyk's farm, Elandsputte, formed the hub of the diggings: 

It is here that all the diggers are congregated, living in their huts not far 
from the ground which has proven to be so rich in diamonds; here we 
have the Hatton Garden of the diggings; here we have the 'Piccadilly' -
the street of shops and bars and cafes which runs along the edge of the 
ridge; here we have the police barracks and the magistrates court; here 
we have the pumping station . . .  which gives water to all the inhabitants of 
the diggings. 1 4 
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The central feature of Elandsputte was the spacious square with its tour cafes, 
a bioscope and dance halls, and many stores. All along the main street of the 
camp there were stores occupied by grocers, bakers, butchers, jewellers and 
watchmakers, clothing merchants, bootmakers and hairdressers. The town­
ship formed the social centre of the camp. Here the tempestuous d iggers 
meetings were held , with the speakers addressing the milling crowds from the 
safety of a raised platform or the tailgate of the nearest truck. 

The township at Elandsputte was the economic nucleus of the di,ggings. On 
Saturdays work ceased in the claims, and diggers flocked to the 'Piccadilly' -
the diamond buyers' quarter of the camp - to dispose of the week's finds. This 
cash flowed out to the traders, merchants and hawkers: 

Eloff Street shopkeepers would gnash their teeth in envy at the roaring 
trade done by the 250 traders who have set up their tin shops in the streets. 
There are traders of every conceivable kind, and each one appears to be 
prosperous . . .  Round the shops were hordes of white men and natives. 
eager to buy. 1 5 

The source of all the wealth on the diggings, though, was produced on the 45 
foot square claims. Here labour commenced at sunrise and ceased at sunset, 
the long unending, monotonous process of digging, sieving and washing 
going on for hour after hour, from Monday to Friday. The descriptions of this 
largely unmechanised process takes us back to the 1 870s and the working of 
the Kimberley mines: 

. . .  huge stones are hurled , laboriously and dangerously - only to be 
shovelled back when the space they occupy is required . . .  At others, picks 
rise and fall, wrestling with the solidly packed gravel and stones. Every­
where cradles are rocked and gravel and water carried to the puddling 
troughs. Puddle boys handling short wedge-shaped spades, combine 
gravel, sand and water into a mixture capable of passing through the 
revolving circular machines which separate and eject the valueless light 
pebbles from the 'heavy stuff' . . .  1 6 

Lichtenburg's brief flowering attracted considerable commercial interest. The 
gamble of diamond digging provided quick and ready profits to the owners of 
the farms, the hotel and canteen keepers, the merchants and the diamond 
buyers. One digger cynically remarked that ' the owner of a proclaimed farm, 
the nearest hotel, the storekeepers, and the diamond buyers, in about that 
order named, are the only sure profit-makers from the gamble of diamond 
digging'. 1 7  The opportunity for diggers to accumulate capital was limited, and 
their capacity for independent economic activity was severely curtailed by a 
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capitalist class that owned the farms and held the commercial rights over 
trading, and hawking. It is to this class that we now turn. 

Capitalists on the diggings 

The landowners of the eight Lichtenburg farms on which alluvial diggings were 
proclaimed included four private owners and four companies. They were the 
first to extract a surplus from the diggers, who were the direct producers. As 
owners of property they were entitled to certain rights, including that of 
prospecting their property to prove the deposits, and the right to compensa­
tion following the public proclamation of their property (taken in the form of 
Reserve claims). In addition, the landowners retained their surface rights on 
the proclaimed farm, from which they received rent from the digging popula­
tion for residing on the property, utilising the grazing, and drinking the water. 
Finally, all commercial rights on the property were held by the landowner, who 
could lease out trading stands on the property. 

These property rights placed landowners in a good posit ion. On Elandsputte, 
for example, Voorendyk sold his 235 Reserve claims to professional diggers at 
an average price of £35 per claim, as compared to the 5 shillings l icence fee 
required for pegging a claim on the public areas of the farm. The population of 
40 000 that congregated on Voorendyk's farm to rush the 7 000 public claims 
there made possible a second financial windfall, for merchants paid up to £ 1 00 
per month for stands in the township. Finally, Voorendyk sold water on the farm 
at 4 pence per digger's barrel of 64 gallons and within six months he netted 
over £40 000 from this activity. 1 8  

Simila rly, the owners of Uitgevonden (Bakerville) took full advantage of their 
property rights for financial gain. David Russell, a diamond buyer and specu­
lator from Kimberley, and Henry Clarke, his partner, purchased the farm from 
A. W. Baker in June 1 926 for £30 000 and in September 1 926 they floated a 
public company, the Treasure Trove Diamonds Syndicate Limited (Treasure 
Trove) , to work it. Their revenue from water sales alone realised £80 to £200 
per day. They let their trading stands at prices ranging from £50 to £1 00 a 
month from which the company received over £3 000 in six months. In October 
1 926, just one month after proclamation, some 30 000 diggers and 50 000 
black claim workers resided on Treasure Trove. Diggers pegged 1 O 000 claims 
at the rush and the company received a monthly revenue of 2s 6d from each 
claim. Treasure Trove was very successful, paying a dividend of 40 per cent 
from June 1 926 to November 1927. 19 

Yet the most dramatic examples of unfettered capitalist enterprise took place 
on the farms Grasfontein and Welverdiend. These farms were owned by Isaac 
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Map 3 :  Welverdiend 249 
3 900 morgen, 1 87 roods 

I 

Lewis and Sammy Marks and formed part of the portfolio of the African and 
European Investment Company Limited (A&E) . Welverdiend was sold in Oc­
tober 1 926 to Colonel James Donaldson and Woolf Cart is, for £30 000. 20 Lewis 
and Marks, and Donaldson and Carlis, extensively subdivided their properties, 
in anticipation of rich diamond discoveries, for the run of gravel snaked Its way 
across the A&E farms of Grasfontein, Welverdiend, Hendriksdal, La Rijs Strijd, 
Kliplaagte, Blaauwbank, and Mooimeisjiesfontein.21 The subterfuge of subdi­
vision was necessary in order for the owners to evade the provision in law 
which prevented the owner of a farm from claiming more than 235 claims in 
compensation for allowing proclamation of his property. By subdividing the 
property before proclamation owners could claim 235 claims on each sub­
divided portion of their properties, as opposed to being satisfied with one grant 
of 235 Reserve claims. 

8 1  
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Grasfontein and Welverdiend proved to be the richest farms proclaimed at 
Lichtenburg and digging operations on them attracted the most intensive 
capitalist investment. Both farms were extensively subdivided, Grasfontein (in 
October 1926) into an initial 15 portions and Welverdiend into an amazing 30 
portions, some portions being only 5 morgen in extent. On each of these 
portions the owners could legally claim 235 owners' Reserve claims and 60 
discoverers' claims. Thus the A&E claimed over 7 500 Reserve claims on the 
subdivided portions of Grasfontein, whereas if they had not subdivided they 
would have received (like Voorendyk on Elandsputte) 235 Reserve claims. 

The value of these claims was exceptional. The sale of eight portions of 
Grasfontein by the A&E alone realised £1 000. On the other portions of the farm 
the A&E received some £61 000 from the sale of the Reserve claims by April 
1927, and there were still 1 133 claims unsold. In addition to the subdivisions 
and the sale of Reserve claims, the A&E was entitled to half of the claim 
licences paid by the diggers on the 60 000 claims pegged by the diggers after 
the farm was proclaimed. The A&E also let its trading strands at exorbitant 
monthly rates, and sold water on the farm.22 Similarly, on Welverdiend Donald­
son and Carlis turned their ownership of the property to good advantage, 
subdividing the farm into 30 portions. 

The sales of the subdivided portions of the farms, and the Reserve claims 
themselves, created opportunities for other entrepreneurs to invest in digging. 
The eight portions of Grasfontein sold by the A&E were snapped up by eager 
investors, such as Israel Cooper and Benedictus Krige, two local Lichtenbur� 
businessmen, who paid over £5 000 for one of these portions (portion 'E').2 
The Reserve claims were the centre of great financial dealing, and a veritable 
jungle of syndicates, companies and partnerships blossomed on them. 

One of the most spectacular examples of this was seen on portion 'L' of 
Grasfontein, where a company called the Carrig Diamond Company Limited 
(Carrig) was floated on 1 November 1926 with nominal capital of £25 000 
('more than twice the required capital being offered within a few hours of its 
inception'). F. K. Webber, the chairman of Carrig, was the Government Sur­
veyor at the Deeds Office at Pretoria. 24 The company was registered on 1 
November 1926; ten days later the transfer of the property from the A&E to the 
Carrig was completed. On 15 November prospecting was begun. In December 
1926 the Carrig declared a 50 per cent (1 Os) interim dividend. By the end of 
December Carrig's prospectors had found over 3 000 carats. The company 
then subdivided portion 'L' into a further six portions. Following the example 
of other companies, the Carrig allowed its prospectors first options to pur­
chase the Reserve claims on these six new portions of the property. T hese 
prospectors put up over £ 13 000 in just four hours, the price per claim going 
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up to £1 000. By February 1927, the Carrig had sold 883 Reserve claims on 
portions 1 to 4 of the property (the original portion 'L') for £64 085. It kept the 
Reserve claims on portions 5 and 6 for itself, and diggers working these claims 
paid tribute (20 per cent of the total finds) to the company. The Carrig also 
leased the water rights on the property, and trading sites on each of the 
subdivided portions. In March 1927, the property was proclaimed, and 4 000 
claims were pegged, of which the company received a 2s 6d monthly fee per 
claim. Carrig declared five interim dividends within the first six months of its 
operations, a return of over 4 75 per cent per share, or £4 15s returned on a £1 
share. Very soon the company began to expand, purchasing other alluvial 
properties - in March 1927, for example, they bought the farm De Paarl in the 
Lichtenburg district immediate� subdividing it into nine portions, and began 
prospecting operations there.2 

Other investors soon snapped up claims on the Carrig's property on Grasfon­
tein. The Reserve claims on portions 1 to 4 were sold to three syndicates and 
two companies. One of these, the Eldorado diamond Company Limited (Eldo­
rado) represented a consortium of Johannesburg businessmen 'well-con­
nected in mining circles'. It purchased 150 of these claims, working them 
through the services of tributers. So successful was the Eldorado that these 
same businessmen floated another syndicate to purchase 97 more of the 
Carrig's Reserve claims.26 

On Welverdiend the position was, if possible, as frenetic. Donaldson and Carlis 
floated two companies, the Welverdiend Diamonds Limited with a capital of 
£70 000 (the second largest company on the diggings) , and the Lichtenburg 
Diamond Gravels Limited, to take up the 30 subdivided portions of the farm. 
These two companies employed the services of 349 prospectors (who in turn 
employed their own diggers) to work their Reserve claims. These tributers 
produced over £89 000 worth of diamonds by October 1927, and the company 
received as its share £14 1 14 of this total. Portion 'P' of Welverdiend, the richest 
deposit on the farm, was worked by the company as a mine, such was the 
depth and richness of this deposit. Some 500 white workers were employed 
by the company on wages to work 'P Kopje'. The trading rights for the entire 
farm were retained by Donaldson and Carlis. By February 1927 there was 'little 
but flags to be seen' on Welverdiend as a result of the subdivisions.27 

It is thus clear that the landowners, syndicates and companies dominated the 
economic skyline on the Lichtenburg diggings. T here was a clear distinction 
between 'company land', on which lay the Reserve claims, and the public 
diggings on which all white diggers, over the age of eighteen, were entitled to 
peg a claim on proclamation day. As we have seen, the companies and 
syndicates which were floated sought to monopolise the richest deposits on 
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the diggings. Individual diggers had to come to terms with these capitalists in 
order to gain access to the rich Reserve claims. Indeed, the term 'digger' was 
recognised as a descriptive title having little analytical meaning, given to those 
whites who simply made a living from the diggings. In June 1926, for example, 
although 6 681 diggers had taken out licence to dig at Lichtenburg, almost four 
times that number were digging without licences, in various contractual ways 
with licensed diggers, or with the companies. Most of them worked in partner­
ship with three or four other diggers under one licence. Others �ho lacked 
capital to attract partners, worked on shares for wealthy diggers who acted as 
their backers. A further 1 670 of these diggers were employed on wages by the 
companies on the Reserve claims.28 

Prospecting was another avenue for employment. Independent diggers, using 
their own capital and machinery, and paying their own expenses, worked for 
companies and syndicates in prospecting the properties before proclamation, 
in return for paying a fixed percentage of their finds - as tribute - to them. 
Some paid as much as 25 per cent of their finds, so confident were they of 
these rich deposits.29 Thus diggers were clearly stratified, and divisions be­
tween them blurred with their changing fortunes. Professional diggers with 
capital tended to work on the Reserves as prospectors on company ground; 
individual diggers with limited resources worked on their own or in partnership 
with other diggers of a similar status on the public diggings. It was amongst 
those diggers with little but their labour to exchange, and who worked on 
shares, and who constituted the majority of diggers at Lichtenburg, that 
impoverishment became a major theme almost from the inception of digging 
in the balmy days on 1926. 

Poverty on the Lichtenburg diggings 

The domination of the local economy by a flourishing capitalist sector resulted 
in a great deal of local poverty which was not directly related to agricultural 
collapse. The diggings were 'for those possessed of considerable capital ' .30 
The successful digger was a professional, with life-long experience, up-to-date 
machinery, and money to see him over the bad patches. Or he was a specu­
lator with reserves of capital with which to buy up Reserve claims, to set up 
companies and to engage wage workers.31 

'Why not make the diggings as unattractive as possible for the moneyed 
element', enquired one of the marginalised diggers. 'Under present con­
ditions syndicates, rich farmers, moneyed speculators who can afford to 
pay runners and unscrupulous diggers get the plums and the poorer and 
older diggers get nothing. '32 
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Nevertheless, the 'New Eldorado' attracted the unemployed, the down-and­
outs, from all over the Union, to such an extent that one observer complained 
that LichtenbuI:P was becoming 'a happy hunting ground for life's failures and 
unfortunates'. Whilst some of these Afrikaner proletarians began digging by 
pegging claims in the public rushes on proclamation day, others found a 
livelihood indirectly by working as supervisors and foremen for professional 
diggers, sorting the castaway gravel of larger operators, bantom-sorting, and 
transporting water from the wells to the claims. There were also opportunities 
for employment in the retail sector of the economy, as shop assistants and 
waiters, petrol-pump attendants and barmen. Informal sector employment 
was also common, with a thriving shebeen traffic for both white diggers and 
black location dwellers, because the sale of liquor on a digging was pro­
hibited.34 

The economic fortunes of these Afrikaner proletarians was fully dependent 
upon the state of the local digging economy. Within the first year of digging 
observers noted general prosperity amongst the diggers, and a conspicuous 
absence of large-scale unemployment. 'Everyone seemed to be making 
money', stated one of these reports, as the local economy remained buoyant 
and boom conditions ensued.35 Even in the midst of such optimism there was 
some general poverty for children of unfortunate diggers, as well as low 
standards of living on the public diggings. A soup kitchen was, for example, 
necessary at Welverdiend in the winter of 1927 which was kept going through­
out the summer because of need. Reports from the schools in 1926 and 1927 
noted low levels of nutrition, whilst scurvy and rickets were common, and 
many children could not attend school owing to a lack of suitable clothing.36 

Initially the Pact government provided ample livelihood for the community in 
1926 by proclaiming as public diggings all farms which had been prospected 
and proved to be carrying diamonds. The government was in fact compelled 
by legislation to proclaim those farms on which prospecting had been suc­
cessfully completed. Many impoverished diggers were able to peg claims in 
the rushes, and thus temporarily joined the ranks of the independent diggers 
in these balmy months. The rank and status of these small producers, who 
constituted the bulk of the diggings community, were transient, and their 
production was simply extractive and low-budget. By October 1926 the shal­
low deposits at Uitgevonden and Elandsputte were exhausted by these dig­
gers. They cast around for more shallow, rich gravel, and their eyes fell upon 
the last remaining deposits on the Reserve claims owned by the companies 
and syndicates on the surrounding farms. 

Popular resentment at the activities of 'the moneybags' began to grow from 
the close of 1926.This resentment was couched in the rhetoric and imagery of 
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the 'small man', the 'bona-fide' digger who was opposed by the unprincipled 
exercise of money-power. It resulted from the growing scarcity of shallow 
gravel on the public diggings and from a feeling that there would be little 
ground left for the vast crowds of diggers. Many diggers feared that there were 
no rich deposits left for the small man, and this fear was compounded by the 
failure of the Witklip and Klipkuil proclamations in November 1926. 

Eyes were eagerly focused on the activity on the subdivided portions of 
Grasfontein and Welverdiend, which adjoined these farms. Questions were 
asked as to why Grasfontein, 'which was next door' to Elandsputte, was not 
proclaimed earlier. Rumours quickly circulated that 'all the best claims' on 
Grasfontein had, through subdivision, been secured by the owners of the farm, 
the companies and syndicates, and the professional diggers.37 

This groundswell of popular opposition quickly gathered momentum. Ru­
mours circulated in November 1926 that certain diggers were illegally going to 
rush and peg the Reserve claims on Grasfontein to preserve the publics's 
rights. Other issues contributed to this opposition: resentment was felt at the 
maladministration of the diggings by the Mines Department, and Native Affairs 
officials were criticised for not enforcing pass regulations and residential 
segregation. It was also felt that the police presence of 26 was totally inadequ­
ate for the size of the community. These social problems meshed rather 
explosively with the fear of gravel running short. In November 1926 some 
observed that Bakers (Elandsputte) would be worked out within the month, 
and the diggers would have to find new propositions. 38 

With ranks rapidly closing and battle lines being clearly drawn between the 
'moneyed elements' holding the Reserve claims and the hastily congregated 
and cosmopolitan community thrown together in the tin and sacking town, the 
Pact began to edge itself, rather reluctantly, into the position of mediator in the 
looming conflict. The Pact proposed that the alluvial diggings be reserved for 
the 'small man', and that the Reserve claims of the local capitalists be expro­
priated, because they had flouted the 'spirit of the law', and monopolised 
'public property'. There were a variety of reasons why the Pact decided upon 
this particular strategy, perhaps the most compelling being the need to circum­
scribe the magnitude of alluvial diamond production in order to shelter the 
diamond mining industry from the effects of this unregulated diamond produc­
tion. The Pact had indeed secured a large interest in the diamond mines 
through the controversial Diamond Control Act of 1925. It is also clear that the 
diamond magnates - Sir Ernest Oppenheimer and Solly Joel of the Diamond 
Syndicate in particular - put pressure upon the Pact to limit the production of 
independently produced alluvial diamonds.39 
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The resulting diamond legislation, the: Precious Stones Bill, had a lengthy and 
protracted passage through Parl iament in 1927. Marginalised small diggers 
therefore resorted to more direct action to secure gravel. Illegal rushes of 
company and syndicate ground were organised by these diggers, and some 
semblance of a popular movement coalesced around two remarkable individ­
uals, A. H. Ireton and W. P. Thom. They became known as the ' Diggers' 
Advocates' for their frequent testing of the rights of the companies and 
syndicates to the Reserve claims on the subdivided portions of the farms. The 
Pact unwittingly fuelled the conflict by not proclaiming any new digging farms 
between March and August 1927. This was compounded by the collapse of 
the prices paid for local Lichtenburg stones in mid-1927, and a sharp check in 
the trajectory of the local economy was noted. 40 Digging operations were shut 
down, shopkeepers closed up, numbers of the unemployed men, their wives 
and children, took to sorting bantams as an informal livel ihood, and petty 
crime associated with illicit diamond buying and liquor dealing increased 
significantly. 41 

Growing unemployment and the shortage of shallow gravel accelerated the 
growth of the diggers' movement. This movement had no clear class basis, for 
its constituency shifted with the availability of new ground. Yet at its base lay 
this residue of impoverished and marginalised producers, which grew ex, 
tremely impatient with the failure of the government to cater for their narrow, 
particular interests. The Diggers' Union of South Africa (DU) arose in late 1927 
to attempt to channel this sentiment, by drawing upon these poor diggers' 
political support. At this juncture the diggers' movement had no fixed organi­
sational structure, no constitution and depended upon the rough and tumble 
of open-air discussion and public protests for its functioning. Throughout 
1927, the DU was overshadowed by the advocates of direct action - like 
Ireton and Thom - and the situation amongst the marginal ised small inde­
pendent producers was extremely unstable. At the conclusion of 1927, accord­
ing to Colonel de Beer, officer commanding the Elandsputte SAP, there was a 
feeling that class warfare could break out at any instant on the diggings, with 
the marginalised diggers ranged in opposition to the companies, the syndi­
cates and their tenants.42 

The Precious Stones Act, December 1 927 

The Precious Stones Act was meant as the Pact's political and social testament 
to the small diggers, but when the Act was passed, in December 1927, it thrust 
many of the Afrikaner proletariat on the diggings immediately and traumatically 
into the ranks of the unemployed. The Afrikaner workers at the base of the 
diggings' occupational pyramid were thrown out of employment by the provi-
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sions of the Act which prevented companies from holding individual claims on 
a digging, as companies were forced to shut down their operations. The Act 
also expropriated those Reserve claims 'il legall y '  gained through subdivision 
of the farms. As a result, from the end of December 1 927, the Welverdiend 
Diamonds Limited, A&E, and all of the smaller sy ndicates and companies 
which had blossomed on their Reserve claims, closed down their activities, 
'discharging hundreds of white men and thousands of natives' . The Afrikaner 
workers on these claims were ironically the first victims of the Pact's legislative 
programme - an effect which appears to have been overlooked by the 
legislature. Some 500 to 600 white families were affected, with the closure of 
Welverdiend Diamonds - ·p Kopje' - alone throwing into the streets 1 1 1  
white (and 500 black) workers.43 In addition, the Act outlawed bantam-sorting 
by these workers, because of the close association between it and ill icit 
diamond buy ing, thus depriving these families of a temporary livelihood.44 

For the small, independent digger, as opposed to the wage worker, the Act was 
also disastrous, albeit unwittingly. Al ready by November 1 927 the shortage of 
shallow gravel was critical, and there had been a noticeable proliferation of a 
number of partnerships. shareworking, and even wage work, between diggers 
of this class, in attempts to pool resources and to cut labour costs.45 Many of 
these partnerships and most of the shareworkers approached local diamond 
buyers and storekeepers for backing who took a percentage of the profits in 
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return for putting up working capital. The Act outlawed this practice, once 
again because of the fear that this practice provided a conduit for illicitly 
obtained diamonds, by preventing the lender from holding an interest in the 
claim. On company ground, where Reserve claims owned by the companies 
and syndicates were worked on tribute by diggers, wholescale terminations of 
contracts resulted.46 

The effect of the Act on the professional digger was not as deleterious as that 
on the small, independent producer and the wage workers. These professional 
diggers who had purchased Reserve claims on portions of the farms were 
unaffected by the Act, which only expropriated those claims held by com­
panies, and not by individuals.47 Mobility and capital resources allowed this 
class of diggers some shelter from the immediate effects of the Act. 

Following the Act, an immediate increase in the general level of distress on the 
diggings was noted. The number of paupers on the Mining Commissioner's list 
increased significantly in these months, to 235 in January 1928, 300 in Fe­
bruary, and 530 in March. The former wage workers at 'P Kopje' - Donaldson 
and Carlis's mine on Welverdiend - constituted 140 of the 530 paupers in 
March. 48 Early on in that month in 1928 Die Burger estimated that 25 per cent 
of the diggings population 'ontbeer die allernodigste' .  This was due, so ran the 
report, to the growing shortage of ground: 'Ons vra nie onderstand nie,' stated 
a small digger, ' . . .  ons wil grond he wat ons kan werk. '49 This shortage of 
gravel, which was clearly a problem before the Act was passed, was exacer­
bated by the provisions of the Act which closed down the companies, and 
expropriated their Reserve claims. Some two-thirds of the diggers prior to the 
Act had worked on these claims under a multitude of contractual arrange­
ments with the owners. Almost three months were to elapse before the first 
batch of these expropriated claims were thrown open only to a select group of 
impoverished diggers who could prove that they had no ground to work, or 
that they had earned less than £300 in the previous six months. 

The small, independent diggers were irate at this enforced period of unemploy­
ment. 'Die gevoel,' ran a report on poverty at Welverdiend, 'is oor die algemeen 
baie verbitterd, want die mense redeneer dat die Regering die delwerye wil 
doodruk deur die delwers ult te honger. '50 F. D. Devine, a professional digger 
and member of the DU, related a pitiful account of this poverty: 

He described pitiful scenes of families living in squalor and misery: 
emaciated children in rags which would be despised by houseboys, and 
careworn mothers trying to cook from scraps a frugal meal to enable 
dejected husbands to wrest precious stones from the earth with inade­
quate equipment.51 
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Devine attributed the poverty to the shortage of gravel: 'As far as the eye can 
see,' he wrote, 'the machinery is standing idle,' but still the �overnment did not 
come to the aid of the thousands of out-of-work diggers.5 Precise estimates 
of this unemployment are rare, but the DU estimated in April 1928 that over 
8 000 diggers at Lichtenburg were unable to dig because they could not obtain 
ground. This meant that almost 25 000 white diggers, and dependants 'practi­
cally all of whom are unemployed, and many of whom are in abject poverty 
[were] on the verge of absolute starvation'.53 The DU was also providing relief 
to over 700 digger families in April 1928,ln addition to the activities of the Mines 
Department and the Lichtenburg Magistrate. 54 

The shortage of gravel was not the creation of the Mines Department, although 
the Act had exacerbated the shortage in the short term for the small inde­
pendent digger. The diggers working for the companies, and on the public 
areas of the farm had themselves exploited the deposits extensively, whilst the 
companies and syndicates had also worked out their Reserve claims before 
the Act became law. In December 1927 it was common knowledge that 'owing 
to the long period having lapsed since the granting of [the Reserve] claims on 
[the] farms, all claims of any value in the names of Corporate bodies have been 
disposed of or worked out'. The government ban on prospecting throughout 
the Union for the year beginning 31 December 1927, in the long term, and the 
six-month ban on any new proclamations, put a premium on new gravel, the 
shortage of which is vital in understanding the context within which the political 
consciousness of the diggers was moulded. 

Consciousness and political response amongst the 
Afrikaner poor 

The case of the small digger was taken up by the DU. As we have seen, the DU 
was launched on the diggings in August 1927. Its early history is stormy and 
confusing. It was launched after the statutory diggers' representative body -
composed of claimholders only - was abolished because of fears that it 
would be taken over by radical diggers in mid-1927. The DU was always 
overshadowed by the advocates of direct action - like Ireton and Thom -
before the passage of the Precious Stones Act in December 1927. It was 
initially supported only by claimholders, the professional di�ers, who con­
stituted about 25 per cent of the diggers in November 1927. The DU called 
simply for the orderly proclamation of more ground, and for 'more govern­
ment' on the diggings. The message of direct action was far more attractive to 
the marginalised digger at this time, and the DU languished in the backwaters 
of local political life, distinguished only by occasions on which their meetings 
were broken up by more popular leaders. From December 1927, when the Act 
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was passed and popular anger mounted, the DU was reorganised, a constitu­
tion drawn up, branches set up on the diggings, and collections of member­
ship fees began. 56 Its programme now explicitly addressed the interests of the 
small man, which the Act had ignored. 

The new President of the DU, F. J. Rheeders, a former member of the old 
Orange Free State Volksraad and prominent NP member as well as a well­
known farmer digger at Lichtenburg, saw the need for the diggers to organise 
and speak with one voice: 'If we approach Mr Beyers [the MinistEfr of Mines] 
as one man,' he stated, 'he must listen to us.' 'Therefore,' he said, 'let us form 
a big body in order that we may make our influence felt. '57 Rheeders felt that 
the NP had been misinformed regarding the 'diggings question' by interested 
parties and merely needed guidance from an organisation of diggers. The DU 
called for the immediate proclamation of more ground and the throwing open 
of the newest and richest alluvial field in the Union - Namaqualand - to the 
diggers. This explicit support for more ground was the DU's biggest drawcard. 
The DU was ably assisted in its endeavours to unite the diggers by the 
incompetence of the Pact government and the ministerial representative, F. W. 
Beyers, whose record was a comedy of political errors and bad timing. The DU 
increasingly drew upon the support of a wide range of diggers, for, as an acute 
observer noted, it was an organisation of producers drawn together by com­
mon interests, and 'therefore all diggers were members of the Diggers' 
Party'.58 

The DU recruited the marginalised small digger with quiet deliberation. In early 
February 1928 it set up a 'Poor White's Relief Committee' (RC) , with Max 
Theunissen, a former prospector and shareworker on the A&E's property, as 
its chairman. 59 The RC aimed to capture the support of the marginalised 
digger and it demanded relief for these diggers from the government in the 
form of more ground. Theunissen stated that the increase in poverty in 1928 
was structural and not casual, and was exacerbated by the Pact's alluvial 
policies: · . . .  the position is now assuming such huge proportions that it would 
call for some drastic action on the part of the authorities, to avert a serious 
calamity. '60 White poverty was the most important drawcard of the DU which 
enabled it to drag itself back into the limelight of popular politics on the 
diggings in early 1928. The Relief Committee's first communication to the 
authorities by its chairman and benefactor, Max Theunissen, clearly betrayed 
this aim: 'I cannot refrain from expressing the view, that apparently the same 
policy of drift, which was attributed to the Smuts government . . .  is now being 
worthily carried on by the present Government. '  He pointed out the potential 
radicalism which an organisation of the poor possessed to counter govern-
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ment intransigence: after all is said and done, he noted, of the two evils a man 
would certainly rather be shot, than be starved, to death'.61 

The RC and Theunissen (who used that committee to forward his own political 
ambitions)62 undoubtedly exaggerated reports of starvation and poverty 
amongst the diggers as 'a handle against the Government for not throwing 
open more ground, especially Namaqualand'.63 The Pact 'had turned off the 
tap' - by restricting new proclamations, banning prospecting, and finally by 
declaring Namaqualand out of bounds to individual diggers - and was thus 
using the power of the law against the unemployed which it had attracted to 
the diggings.64 

The DU wanted nothing to do with relief schemes which offered wage work, 
although the unemployed themselves were not averse to taking this form of 
relief if circumstances warranted it.65 Nevertheless the DU claimed a member­
ship of 25 per cent of all diggers at Lichtenburg in March 1928, and 40 per cent 
by May of the same year, and we can surmise a fair degree of support for their 
plans for ' relief' from these figures. The DU was hugely influential amongst the 
small diggers, and even Beyers implored the President of the DU to use his 
influence to encourage diggers to take up relief work at 2s 6d per day.66 

The question of opening new ground for the diggers was a complex issue for 
the Pact. The first strand in this was the failure of the expropriated company 
claims to provide a livelihood to the diggers. The distribution of these claims, 
on Grasfontein by ballot in March 1928, was disappointing.67 Of some 4 000 
applications, all of whom had no ground, only 1 000 were successful in 
drawing lots for claims.68 This, and the unimpressive results obtained from 
these claims, lent substance to rumours that the Reserve claims on Hend­
riksdal, Ruigtelaagte and La Rijs Str�d were equally worked out and would not 
provide a livelihood for the diggers. 9 

The second strand was that of prospecting. The question of allowing prospect­
ing was tied up with that of Namaqualand, for if Beyers 'permitted prospecting 
to go on in the Western Transvaal he would have to allow it in Namaqualand 
with the result that diamonds would become practically unsaleable'.70 The DU 
was unconvinced by the Minister's logic. First, it claimed that the government's 
year-long prohibition on prospecting throughout the Union would not affect 
production because the syndicates and companies which had dug under the 
guise of prospecting at Lichtenburg had already exhausted the gravel before 
the regulations were published. The argument about overproduction was thus 
flawed, and this claim was reinforced by plummeting production figures for the 
fields from November 1927. When Beyers promptly suspended the publication 
of these monthly production figures, the DU became deeply suspicious.71 On 
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27 March 1928 a telegram was despatched to Roos protesting at the prospect­
ing prohibition and the Precious Stones Act in 9,eneral by the ' largest ever 
gathering seen on the fields, exclusive of rushes'. 2 Clearly the government 's 
handling of the shortage of ground was beginning to have unpleasant political 
consequences for it ,  and for the local parl iamentary NP representative, the 
prominent Cabinet Minister Tielman Roos.73 

Because of the shortage of shallow, rich gravel in the Lichtenburg district the 
DU focused its thoughts of relief on Namaqualand ,  which 'Providence [had) 
indicated as a solution to the poor white problem'.74 But the Pact and the DU 
had a fundamental disagreement as  to  how the area would be exploited. The 
Pact announced that Namaqualand would be reserved 'as a sphere of labour 
for poor whites', in terms of the Pact's commitment to a 'white labour policy ' 
as enunciated by the Department of Labour.75 

The DU had a different view. This was best represented be". the scheme of M.  
C .  Brink, a DU member, and a small farmer from Coligny.7 The Namaqualand 
fields, he felt, should be used as a solution to the poor white question by 
settling poor diggers there as independent producers; the fields were to be 
reserved exclusively for the needs of the poor man, who would work there 
independently under state protection, and not be employ ed as a relief worker 
by the state. He was not in favour of the proposed state d iggin.p,s 'as this would 
only mean that the poor white would alway s be a poor white' . Namaqualand 
belonged to the d iggers and should be exploited on a sliding scale of profits 
for the state.78 Dr D. P. Steenkamp, the I ndependent Nationalist candidate who 
stood for Namaqualand in 1 929, also agreed with Brink's plans for the solution 
of the poor white question. The absorption of poor whites into the railway s 
'offered little future prospects' for the solution of the 'poor white question' and 
he preferred the 'American system' whereby poor whites were rehabilitated 
through back-to-the-land schemes. In Namaqualand this could be achieved by 
throwing o�en the state d iggings to poor d iggers where they could work as 
producers. 9 Wage labour at 'kaffir rates of pay ' was, therefore, not the solution 
to the poor white question for Steenkamp and Brink. 

The DU adopted Brink's scheme as their own and, over time, reformulated and 
embroidered upon it. The DU leaders, noted a police report, 'confined them­
selves to whetting the imagination of the d iggers with wonderful tales of the 
richness of the d iamond fields of Namaqualand' .80 These tales included the 
suggestion that the state should provisionally take over the d iamonds pro­
duced which would then be 'sold when the time is most opportune'; the state 
should allow these poor whites to take out £5 000 worth of d iamonds, before 
revoking their l icences, for this sum was deemed sufficient to 'put the d igger 
on his feet' and allow him to shake the d iggings' d ust off his feet. The state 
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should receive no revenue from the diamonds themselves and it should revoke 
the 1 O per cent export tax on rough diamonds. Trade on the diggings should 
be entirely in the hands of whites; the state should appoint independent 
diamond valuators for the diggers; and finally, no Africans should be allowed 
on the Namaqualand diggings.81 

Beyers was unconvinced by the DU's alternative scheme and in his abrupt, 
abrasive manner informed the DU so. The proposals, he said, were impractic­
able and the Namaqualand diggings would be worked in the interests of the 
state by poor whites from Namaqualand, who would receive a good wage.82 

This was not acceptable to the majority of diggers: 'We won't have that. All 
diggers should be allowed to go to Namaqualand. We don't want a State 
diggings, as we are not going to work for kaffir wages, as they do on the 
railways, ' they complained.83 

Battle lines were clearly demarcated when the Pact Cabinet officially rejected 
Brink's scheme on 24 February 1928.84 The tone of this announcement 
alienated everyone: 

The decision of the Government in regard to the Namaqualand deposits 
was arrived at after full consideration, including the scheme submitted by 
poor whites and diggers, and is final. The Minister is, therefore, unable to 
discuss this matter further with the diggers . . .  85 

The tone of this pronouncement was somewhat diluted by the simultaneous 
proclamation of certain diggings in Uchtenburg as restricted alluvial diggings 
in terms of the Precious Stones Act. The Pact, however, was clearly determined 
to work the riches of Namaqualand in the interests of the state and not on 
behalf of one section of the people.86 

At the end of March 1928 a 30 per cent drop in the price of Uchtenburg stones 
was attributed to the sale of diamonds produced by the Namaqualand State 
Diggings to the Diamond Syndicate: 

The Diggers are asking if this is what Mr Beyers calls looking after the 
interests of the small man. The general feeling amongst the digging 
population is that the Government's policy is intending to entirely squash 
the digger and kill the alluvial industry. 87 

There seemed to be many examples of this intention: the barrenness of the 
new ground given by Beyers to the diggers by the new ballot system, at 
Grasfontein, at Ruigtelaagte ('given up by prospectors and others as un­
payable') , La Rijs Strijd and Hendriksdal ('it has all been worked out . . .  there is 
little or no gravel left for new claimholders') ; and the fiasco surrounding the 
publication of the figures of the monthly°diamond production. 
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Digger leaving the Lichtenburg area with his house (Killie Campbell 
Alricana Library, University of Natal) 

These fears were added to by reports of growing poverty: Theunissen of the 
RC reported '791 applications in one day in early April, and many of the 
applicants were starving diggers who simply could not earn a livelihood 
because of the shortage of gravel'.88 Between February and April the RC 
received 2 400 applications for food, and 1 954 for medical attention. 89 The 
essence of the RC's relief programme was simple: 'We want sufficient ground 
at the earliest possible date for at least 8 000 diggers. '00 In April Rheeders 
articulated the substance of this digger ideology: 'We must serve ourselves 
[because] unless we get what we are entitled to we shall see created in South 
Africa two classes of people, the masters ["die base"] . . . and the hirelings. 
Surely we cannot tolerate that?'91 Beyers understood the implications of these 
demands, whilst disagreeing with them: 'Your scheme amounts to this: That 
you wish to make a small capitalist of every poor white or unemployed; and, 
furthermore, the State must be troubled with the administration of their capital 
.. . '

92 What was wrong with that? countered the new President of the DU, A. J. 
Swanepoel. 'The diggers want to be independent and they want to remain 
independent. They do not want to work for others. ·  And, he continued, 'if the 
Government remained obstinate they would use their organisation to compel 
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the Government to take note of their grievances and to remedy them . . .  the 
ballot box will show. '93 

The shortage of shallow gravel remained acute throughout mid-1928. The Star 
described how 'diggers who have sampled new ground proclaimed by the 
Minister are returning to their 'old loves' eg. Bakers and Vaalboschputte'. Deep 
claims were now the rule rather than the exception, as the shallow gravel 
simply ran out. 94 Many diggers could not afford to work the deeper claims, and 
because the state had outlawed financial backing of diggers by outside 
lenders, deeper claims went unworkecf even when they were available.95 This 
was an important contributory cause of the strike of African claimworkers on 
the diggings in June 1928. Thirty five thousand African workers struck when 
branches of the DU decided to reduce wages of claimworkers from 25s per 
week to 15s 6d in order to cut costs. 96 

In August the government decided to ballot the Reserve claims it had expro­
priated on Welverdiend. The rush for claims was phenomenal and from the 
Lichtenburg diggings alone 6 078 applications were received, although only 
1 000 claims were available for distribution.97 This indicated the acuteness of 
the position on the fields. Diggers' grievances were summed up by one digger: 
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Recently I read in the Star a report of a speech by General Hertzog, in 
which he said that when the NP came to power there were over 24 000 
poor whites, but today there are practically none. I do not agree with the 
Minister, as if he visited the diggings in the Western Transvaal he would 
find those 24 000 poor whites gathered in one place.98 

Economic need and bread-and-butter issues drove the diggers out of the 
ranks of the NP. Three DU executive committee members announced their 
intentions to stand against Roos because of this: A. J. Swanepoel,99 M. 
Theunissen, and M. C. Brink. They all based their actions on the fact that 'Mr 
Beyers, Mr Roos, the Cabinet and the whole of the Nationalist Party' were 
responsible for the impoverishment of the diggers. 100 'The time had come for 
the diggings to send their own representative to parliament, ' stated Theu­
nissen, and 'their representative should be a man independent of all par­
ties· . 1 01 All were dissatisfied at the Pact's relief programmes and all contended 
that Roos's promise to the unemployed diggers 'was purely a political move 
to satisfy the part� in regard to the promises made in connection with the poor 
white question' . 1 2 It is in this context that we must situate the campaign of 
Tielman Roos, the NP member for Lichtenburg, and Minister in the Pact 
Cabinet in August 1928, to win back the 'hearts and minds' of the small 
diggers. 103 On 17 August Roos visited his constituency, and the DU presented 
him with a 1 3-point list of demands, all of which he accepted. 'So far as words 
go,' noted the correspondent, 'Mr Roos capitulated to all the diggers' de­
mands. ' 104 He promised to proclaim the remaining portions of Welverdiend, 
Goedgedacht and Holfontein Jin the Krugersdorp District) , La Rijs Strijd, 
Hendriksdal and Ruigtelaagte. 1 5 

These promises of relief were sufficient for Roos to be given a full vote of 
confidence from the diggings branches of the NP, and probably resulted in his 
nomination as official NP candidate by the district committee in late August. 
Theunissen for one was not impressed by his promises: 'The diggers were 
bluffed into [voting for Roos] by promises which would never be fulfilled, and 
by the slaughter of a few fat oxen, which provided a meal for hundreds of 
hungry diggers, who became Mr Roos's supporters for the day. '1 06  'Not one 
of Mr Roos's promises has materialised,' he noted in Sefctember, 'and as soon 
as he is nominated they will probably vanish in smoke.' 07 

Roos was as unsuccessful as Beyers in providing long-term relief to the 
diggers on their terms. The Welverdiend ballot was a failure: only 1 000 out of 
the 7 000 diggers who applied received a claim; he did not throw open the 
remaining 19 �ortions of that farm which belonged to a Lichtenburg syndicate 
as promised; 08 the proclamations of Hendriksdal and La Rljs Strijd were 
failures, both farms having few traces of gravel. 109 The Holfontein proclama-
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tion of 29 December 1928 failed to satisfy Lichtenburg diggers who were 
prevented from taking part in the ballot at Holfontein in the Ventersdorp district 
because of the limitations imposed by the Precious Stones Act on those who 
could participate in lotteries in different mining districts. 1 1 0 

Some diggers were determined not to let their claim to the Namaqualand 
gravels rest. In late December 1928 and early January 1929 a group of 300 
'radical Lichtenburgers', headed by the ubiquitous W. H. Thom, gathered at 
Port Nolloth on the Namaqualand coast to protest against the inroads made 
into the rights of independent diggers to dig on Crown land. 1 1 1  In protest 
against the nationalisation of the Namaqualand diamond deposits they threat­
ened to ' rush' the state diggings to peg claims there on the rich deposits. They 
were not there, Thom explained, to stir up strife but rather to make a living: 
'Since they could not do so, it was not surprising that they resorted to other 
measures.' 1 1 2 Theunissen's explanation for the Port Nolloth affair was that the 
Minister had not fulfilled his promises to give ground to the diggers. 1 1 3 

Officialdom and government remained unmoved, and when rumours began to 
circulate that these diggers were preparing to rush the state diggings illegally, 
police reinforcements were rapidly despatched to Port Nolloth to maintain 'law 
and order'. 

Conclusion 

The Port Nolloth affair, which brought to an end militant digger politics, and the 
nomination of Swanepoel as the 'diggers' representative' for the NP in the 1929 
general election, concluded this brief moment of revolt of the Lichtenburg poor 
which has formed the substance of this chapter. Clearly class issues were of 
great importance in the creation and persistence of the 'poor white problem' 
on the Lichtenburg alluvial diggings. This class dimension was also of great 
moment to the response of the Pact government to the 'alluvial diamond 
digging question'. And class issues were clearly central to the political con­
sciousness of the Uchtenburg poor. It is hoped that this chapter has therefore 
contributed to our understanding of the nature and impact of the 'poor white 
question' on the politics of the Union during the period of the Pact government. 
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Chapter 6 

White rai lway labour in  South Africa, 
1 873-1 924 

Gordon Pirie 

Poor whites have worked as railway labourers in South Africa for practically the 
entire history of train transport in the country. Certainly they were very much 
in evidence before their contribution was extended and formalised under the 
Pact government's 'civilised labour' initiative of 1924. Notwithstanding their 
lengthy record of service, strikingly little is known about even how many 
destitute whites were engaged and how their numbers fluctuated. Similarly, 
there is scant knowledge about the kinds of labour which whites performed, 
their wages and their conditions of employment. The development of policy as 
regards white recruiting is largely unknown as well. Ascertaining something 
about these elementary details is the task undertaken in this chapter. 

Intrepid analysts doubtless will wish to move from the narrative to more 
profound discussion of the hidden agenda of poor white recruitment, and the 
implications for working class consciousness and action. Such documentary 
evidence as there is ought not to be ignored, however. As the following 
presentation aims to show, it offers interesting insights and intriguing challen­
ges. For example, the written record indicates a diversity of official attitudes to 
poor white labour, beginning before the turn of the century with a decidedly 
negative impression of the cost-effectiveness of white workers and an unwill­
ingness to absorb the added expense. This position altered dramatically, 
coinciding, it appears, with government insistence that the Railways employ 
impoverished war refugees, and with the Railways' own perception that it 
could write off the extra cost as part of the expense of searching for and 
training labourers who could be engaged in superior grades of work. The 
evidence also points to the existence of a charitable motive in the hiring of at 
least some poor whites. Other material concerning their subsequent treatment 
indicates the limits of that philanthropy and raises doubts about the sincerity 
of government's concern for poor whites and its anxiety about their politically 
disruptive potential. Printed sources also suggest that poor white labour was 
not seen simply as a 'back-up' for black labour shortages: hiring and working 
arrangements were anything but haphazard and ad hoc. Generally speaking, 
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the impression left is that the early employment of poor whites as railway 
labourers was an infinitely complex phenomenon which does not yield to any 
straightforward interpretation. What follows is merely a preliminary empirical 
contribution to a potentially fascinating debate. 

The period 1 873-1 91 O 

White labour was used from the very outset of large-scale railway construction 
in the Cape Colony, generally forming between a quarter and a third of the 
railway labour force. In the first frantic phase of building (1873-1877) a large 
proportion of white labourers were nawies imported from Europe. They were 
joined by a smaller number of colonial whites. In 1877 some 3 500 whites in 
total were employed as railway labourers on Cape Government Railway (CGR) 
lines. After the initial flurry of construction, a halt was called to importing white 
labour and untrained and unskilled white colonists were engaged in increasing 
proportion. This occurred despite their being paid considerably more than 
black labourers (on the Grahamstown line in 1877 the lowest white wage was 
5s per day; average black wages during the year ranged between 2s 9d and 
3s 2d). The arrangement suited all colonial interests: white labourers cu­
shioned fluctuations in black labour supply for the railways and, by 'releasing' 
black labour for other work, helped keep the lid on black wage demands in all 
economic sectors. Furthermore, railway labour was a channel for giving work 
to whites who became unemployed and impoverished during drought and 
depression. 1 

Given these good reasons for engaging whites for railway work, in both the 
Cape and Natal in the early 1890s official enquiries were made about the 
prospect of engaging more unskilled white labourers, even to the extent of 
recruiting them so as to replace blacks. In light of its disappointing experiment 
with labour substitution, the Natal Government Railways (NGR) was not very 
keen on further employment of whites. As NG R's General Manager explained, 
the men who had been hired were socially undesirable characters and were 
reluctant to work alongside black labourers.2 Whites, it appeared, could 
survive the indignity of grinding manual labour on earthworks, but only if they 
felt they were not doing work ordinarily consigned to black muscle. Matters 
were no different on the CGR. Mindful of the added expense of white labourers, 
and being loathe to dismiss black employees of long standing, the CGR's 
General Manager was disinclined to turn his Railway into an unemployment 
relief agency. Saying he was 'only too glad to get decent white men ... at 
reasonable wages'3 he nonetheless stressed that productivity counted more 
than pigmentation. 
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In Natal a harder attitude had emerged toward employing white labour in 
railway construction and maintenance, in freight sheds, or as porters, points­
men or gatekeepers. On financial grounds alone, NGR's Labour Superintend­
ent expressed himself 'distinctly adverse' to replacing black labour with white 
labour. Speaking in the early 1890s, a matter of three years after successful 
recruitment of African labour from Zululand,4 he estimated it would cost some 
£50 000 per annum in extra wages and £20 000 in barracks. The Chief Engineer 
and the Superintendent of the Locomotive Department likewise spoke out 
against labour substitution, the former claiming it was 'very doubtf_ul' if whites 
were the most effective workers . The Superintendent of the NGR's Black 
Labour Department commented further that any white labourers who would lift 
a finger in the presence of blacks were simply unaffordable. 5 

In 1 899,  two years after the Railway administration in the Orange Free State 
unsuccessfully offered employment to poor whites as railway porters,6 work 
was found for war refugees from the Transvaal as relief labour on the CG R's 
Port Elizabeth-Avontuur line. Even at daily wages in the range 2s 6d to 3s 6d, 
this gesture was said by the Resident Engineer to double the cost of the 
works·7 These whites were lucky. Earlier there had been considerable reluct­
ance among railway engineers to give work to poor whites whose livelihoods 
had been devastated by the scourges of rinderpest, locusts and drought. 8 Past 
experience on the Graaff-Reinet line with 'numbers of the poor Dutch' ,  as well 
as in the East London and lndwe districts, had shown that the men were inept, 
indifferent to their work, and disliked working among Africans.9 A government 
request that about 150 whites from the Barkly West region be given work on 
the Queenstown-Tarkastad line got an especially chilly reception. In the opi­
nion of the railway engineer at Queenstown, poor whites were undisciplined, 
indolent and unwilling to work as underlings. Taking into account also that 
African labour was plentiful and that supervision on light earthworks would be 
required over an extensive length of track, he declared that he would 'much 
prefer not having anything to do with the employment of poor whites· . 1 0 

In the aftermath of the South African War, the subject of white railway labour 
was revived in the Transvaal and Orange River Colony. Reconstruction there 
exerted rapacious demands on African labour and, as part of its policy not to 
employ unskilled white labour, the mining industry in particular called on the 
Central South African Railways (CSAR) to hire more white (and Indian) labour 
and thereby release Africans for mine work. The attitude of the Railway 
management, however, was that any such labour substitution could only be 
temporary: it was estimated that the railway wage bill would be inflated by 
some £50 000 per annum. In a generally unsympathetic atmosphere, a mem­
ber of the Inter-Colonial Council's Railway Committee drew attention to the 
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imperative of keeping white and black labourers separate, to the way in which 
the CSAR was being bludgeoned into employing workers whom even mining 
interests were reluctant to hire, and to the outcry which would occur when 
whites were eventually retrenched in favour of Africans. 1 1  Finally, the point was 
made that if the CSAR's complement of African labour was curtailed, supervi­
sory white gangers would be made redundant; indeed, in June and July of 
1903, 650 were dismissed. 1 2  

While the CSAR was being urged to limit recruitment of Africans and to 
substitute white labour, the organisation had in fact already embarked on two 
schemes to increase its unskilled white labour force. The first, which formed 
part of Lord Milner's plan to introduce 'more English blood into the country', 1 3 

involved the importation of about 500 English nawies. At least one firm of 
engineers and contractors knew of this scheme by early March 1903, several 
weeks before mining and commercial interests launched their campaign to 
have the CSAR employ fewer Africans. 1 4  After considerable recruitment effort 
and expense, the nawy experiment was terminated hastily. In the view of the 
CSAR's General Manager, not only had the experiment been financially calami­
tous (using nawies on the Braamfontein-Krugersdorp line had doubled the 
cost) , it had also confirmed that black and white labourers did not work well 
together and that instead of helping blacks, the practice demeaned white men. 
The CSAR's Chief Engineer added that it was a myth that nawies did more 
work and that they were easier to supervise than Africans. 1 5  Fortunately for 
poor whites resident in the colonies, the dismissal of foreign nawy labour 
provided them with extra job opportunities. 
The second scheme of white labour employment which emerged in the CSAR 
in 1 903 was relief work. Possibly as early as March, the Railways were obliged 
by government to absorb some 3 000 whites impoverished by war. The men 
were engaged on earthworks for the Klerksdorp-Fourteen Streams, Kimber­
ley-Bloemfontein, KrugersdorP:-Zeerust, Rustenburg, Kroonstad-Bethlehem 
and Breyten-Ermelo railways. 16 In October 1903 some 200 whites (mostly 
Boers) were 'intermittently employed' on the Klerksdorp line. As many as 700 
had worked simultaneously on the Bloemfontein line. Payment was on a 
piecework basis, deductions being made for the hire of tents and equipment 
and for medical services. Those employed in this fashion included 'bywoners' 
as well as farm owners, the latter using their own ploughs, oxen and scoops 
to assist them with earthworks. 1 7  

Financial embarrassment that it was, the employment of nawies seemed to 
confirm the prejudice that developed in the 1890s against white labour. Indeed, 
in October 1903,  300 representatives of scientific and technical societies 
denounced permanent employment of large numbers of unskilled white la-
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bourers as unaffordable. 1 8  Soon, however, the fault was placed at the door of 
imported labour rather than white labour per se: bungled navvy contracts had 
set a premium on idleness. 1 9 Once this distinction had been made, white relief 
labour came to be looked upon more favourably by the CSAR's General 
Manager and Chief Engineer. This was so even though it cost between two and 
three times as much as black labour, that is, between £1 500 and £2 000 extra 
per mile of railway constructed. 'I prefer to work with white labour always,· said 
the Chief Engineer: 'the class of work . . .  [is] very superior. '20 

The desire expressed by some to employ white labourers in preference to 
blacks extended beyond the humbler category of earthmovers, ballasters and 
platelayers, and embraced porters, pointsmen and firemen. I n  1 904, at a time 
when some 7 000 I nd ians and 6 000 Africans worked for the NGA, the Natal 
Legislative Assembly heard objection about whites being excluded from work 
which it was said they d id efficiently 'all the world over in any white man's 
country'. By all accounts it was particularly gall ing to have blacks working as 
station porters, allegedly in double the number necessary. Also offensive was 
the sight of 'filthy' I ndians handling the personal travel garb of women passen­
gers. 'Can we wonder, '  it was asked, 'that many valuable things go amissing in 
our railway carriages when we have Ind ian porters?' Although a vain effort had 
once been made to employ whites instead, government declared itself ready 
to try again 'to render every assistance to the white man'. By 1 906 employment 
of white porters was pronounced a success, 'greatly appreciated by the 
travel l ing public' despite an increased wage bill of between £2 000 and £3 000 
annually. The matter of white railway labour was not fully resolved however, 
and in 1 907 and 1 908 the Natal Legislative Assembly continued to hear 
argument that it was in the public interest not to employ blacks in tasks which 
whites could perform: engine cleaners, clerks, train guards and gatekeepers. 21 

While the Natal authorities persisted in their reluctance to hire unskil led white 
labour, 22 matters began to follow a rather d ifferent course in the Transvaal in 
1 907. Although whites had for several years been employed on new construc­
tion projects, it was at Volksrust that poor whites were first engaged to work in 
a railway depot in posts previously occupied by Africans. The measure was a 
response to representations from the local Dutch Reformed Church minister 
about destitute whites in the district. As is so often the case with temporary 
arrangements, the distinctly charitable one at Volksrust acquired permanence, 
and was copied at other depots in the Transvaal and Orange R iver Colony. A 
second phase in the relief employment of whites as railway labourers had 
begun. Now, as whites took cleaner and easier work in railway yards and were 
increasingly employed as maintenance crews on existing track, most were 
engaged as temporary wage labourers; piecework payment appl ied only to 
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construction gangs on new track. In order to administer the new arrange­
ments, the CSAR created its own White Labour Department and Inspectorate, 
a step which suggests that the employment of white labourers came to be 
viewed very quickly as a long-term project. Whites were not hired sponta­
neously at wages and conditions negotiated ad hoc simply to compensate for 
black labour unavailability. 23 At the end of 1907 the Railway employed apRroxi­
mately 300 white labourers at rates ranging from 2s 6d to 3s 4d per day. 24 

The CSAR had made significant strides with its so-called 'white labour policy' 
by the end of 1908. Nearly 1 900 white tabourers had been recruited, some two 
thirds in the Transvaal. Overall, nearly three quarters of the labourers worked 
on railway line maintenance. Unemployment among whites had been eased, 
but in the Transvaal alone, 2 000 poor whites remained on the waiting list for 
Railway work. They doubtless waited eagerly to take the place of blacks who 
resigned or were dismissed from Railway service; engagement of the 1 900 
poor whites had occurred because of vacancies left by 2 800 black labourers. 
Whether or not this number had been fired or had left Railway service volun­
tarily, other black people were not appointed to their positions. The morality of 
the substitution presented no difficulty to the White Labour Inspector who 
expressed his prejudice unashamedly. Conceding that the families of former 
black employees might suffer, he nevertheless reported that white women and 
children deserved more sympathy.25 

The expendability of trained black railway workers was a crucial matter, and 
not just in the Transvaal: poor whites were not just 'back-up' labour. In the Cape 
in 1 91 0  a dozen or so black labourers who had not long been in Railway 
service were dismissed from the Uitenhage workshops to make way for poor 
whites. According to government officials, the blacks would suffer no great 
hardship as they could easily obtain alternative work; woolwashing and agri­
cultural labour received specific mention. 26 However, at a time when the 
General Manager was investigating the possibility of employing more poor 
whites, not all CGR staff approved the suggestion that black incumbents be 
replaced. As regards the locomotive worksho�s, warning was given that costs 
and productivity would be adversely affected. 7 And, following efforts to place 
poor whites at Steynsburg (where, in another charitable gesture, one father of 
ten was given trial employment in a black gang while his 'underfed' son of 1 8  
was offered work at 1 s a day) , the station master stated that he was quite 
content with his three black assistants. In his own words, they were family men, 
'respectable, honest and quiet', men who could speak three languages and 
who were also good shunters. It would be 'a crying shame' he said, 'to turn 
them away to make room for inexperienced men of any colour'.28 Evidently 
poor whites were more acceptable as railway builders, and some were offered 
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work on the Graaff-Reinet line midway throu� 1909. By September CGR had 
employed some 500 white railway labourers. 
In the Cape, white labourers on the Graaff-Reinet line were paid 4s 8d per day 
and had free use of vacant platelayers' cottages. In the Salt River workshops 
the white labourers earned 2s 4d per day, 2d more than the blacks they 
replaced. As casual workers they were not entitled to holiday leave, sick pay 
or family medical benefits. In the Transvaal and Orange River Colonies the 
wages of the first 2 000 or so white railway labourers were 3s 4d a day. That 
these payments were far less than the subsistence wages which had been 
calculated privately and by government as minimal places a question-mark 
over the sincerity of the poor white programme. It should be noted, however, 
that the privileges which were granted effectively increased the rates and were 
a tangible expression of CSAR's concern to attract white labourers, to retain 
them and to improve their conditions. An amount of £2 was given to each 
construction gang to enable ploughing of a plot of railside ground; maize seed 
was distributed free; during winter one free bag of coal was allocated monthly 
to each labourer; bricks for lining the interior of wood and iron shanties were 
supplied; labourers were awarded a free second-class rail ticket each year, as 
well as one free ticket for local travel monthly. At places where houses were 
available, labourers were accommodated rent free. At Volksrust an eveni� 
school was started for labourers, as well as a day school for their children. 
The benefits stamped the so-called white labour policy as a radical departure 
from the practices known to the 5 000 or so black labourers who worked for 
the CSAR. 
Even if their privileges made them a labouring aristocracy on the Railways, 
poor whites were not exactly cosseted and their experiences were not always 
pleasant or tolerable. For example, there was some resistance from white 
gangers who either forgot that whites were supposed to be treated better than 
Africans, or who felt their own jobs were threatened by labourers whose 
shared skin colour and language appeared to erode the superiority they had 
previously enjoyed. On the CSAR reports were filed of newly recruited white 
labourers being bullied, sworn at, and inadequately instructed.31  Even in the 
direst circumstances some labourers clung to their self-respect and a propor­
tion of those who left the CSAR did so on account of harsh treatment. Others 
left because they refused transfer to other districts, because they secured 
better paid work, or because they were physically unable to withstand the 
gruelling manual labour. Some were dismissed for idleness and dishonesty, 
while yet others were discharged or switched from branch to main lines so as 
to reduce expense.31 
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When the white labour policy became better known, new unskilled recruits 
received a warmer welcome from their white superiors. Certain problems 
persisted, however, most notably with housing and pay. As regards accommo­
dation, the point was made year after year that inadequate provision of 
housing was a powerful brake to further recruitment of white labourers. It was 
also a common reason for the resignation of those who could no longer afford 
to rent in the private market and/or those who could not tolerate the SAR's 
derelict, primitive and overcrowded shelter. In both 1912 and 1913, it was 
estimated that were it not for a shortage of more than 2 000 housing units 
countrywide, the Railways could readily appoint an additional 3 000 poor 
whites in place of blacks. It seemed hardly to help at all that by 191 O more than 
£10 000 had been spent on white labourers' accommodation, nor that by 1913 
the figure had le8£t to £90 000, some of it being spent on the purchase of old 
military quarters . 
Wages were every bit as problematic as housing. From the very first, the 
CSAR's White Labour Inspector recommended increasing the wage of 3s 4d 
daily to a maximum of Ss daily depending on length of service. As one 
Bloemfontein resident wrote, failure to pay a living wage made it difficult for 
poor whites to differentiate themselves from blacks, and impossible to feed 
and clothe their children. In the end, he warned, they would be driven to 
stealing, would fill the prisons and would cost the state considerably more than 
a general wage increase.34 From the Railways' point of view it was also 
desirable to nurture a stable workforce: time and money were wasted if poor 
whites could not be induced to remain in Railway service. Accordingly it was 
not long before wage scales were revised so as to discourage short service 
and encourage some degree of permanence. Beginning in April 1910, from a 
lowered starting wage of 3s daily for one month, white labourers could 
progress to a ceiling of Ss daily after two years. The package of fringe benefits 
which white labourers received included sundry train travel concessions, free 
medical aid and four public holidays annually. The free monthly bag of coal and 
free plouging were discontinued. In the view of the CSAR's Chief Engineer, this 
formalisation of wages and service conditions had become necessary to cope 
with an anticipated increase of poor whites applying for railway work. It was 
not that the work itself was popular, but that as railways sprawled across the 
landscape fragmenting farms and undermining trans�ort riding, men would 
simply have to take to manual labour on the Railways . 5 

The period 1 91 C}-1 924 

After Union in 191 O and the amalgamation of the three colonial railway organi­
sations into the newly styled South African Railways (SAR), the programme for 
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employment of poor whites as unskilled workers continued with ministerial 
approval.36 In December 191 0 the SAR had some 3 400 white labourers on its 
payroll. A minority of these were employed on new railway construction. The 
balance (2 000) worked at stations, depots and workshops and in maintenance 
gangs on lines which were already open to train traffic. Geographically speak­
ing, most (2 300) were employed in the Transvaal, the Orange Free State rating 
second (850) . The porters apart, white labourers had yet to be employed in 
Natal, a situation which triggered emotional appeals in Parliament for the 
retrenchment of the Indians who formed the majority (60 per cent) of the 
workforce. 37 

The SAR's white labour scheme received a boost late in 191 1 when improved 
pay scales were announced. The official explanation was that revision would 
allow full advantage to be taken of the shortage of African labour to encourage 
white workers. At the same time, the White Labour Superintendent also 
highlighted the need to pay more if the Railways were to attract better appli­
cants and stem desertion and resignations. In the Transvaal and Orange Free 
State the starting wage was raised to 3s 6d and the period of qualification for 
the maximum wage of 5s was shortened to 1 3  months. In the Cape, due to an 
allegedly lower cost of living, daily wages were pegged 6d lower at each 
service notch.38 

Having announced improved wages, the SAR sought publicity for its attempt 
to recruit white men who were 'of good character', physical ly fit, aged between 
1 8  and 40, and able to use pick, shovel and barrow on earthworks. With the 
help of magistrates, ministers of the Dutch Reformed Church, field cornets, 
members of parliament and senate, almost 1 400 applications were soon 
received, mostly from single men. Some two thirds of the 1 000 unmarried 
applicants were enrolled. Indicative of the shortage of suitable housing, only 
one third of the 386 married applicants were offered work. Nearly 400 of the 
750 newly hired labourers replaced whites who had been promoted between 
June 191 1 and April 191 2 to positions such as learner fireman, learner shunter, 
cleaners and gangers (in the same interval 346 whites acquired jobs at the 
expense of blacks who, contrary to the SAR's avowed policy, were deliberately 
dismissed to create vacancies) .39 This was not the first time that white la­
bourers had been promoted. During the years 1 908-191 O there had been 
some 500 promotions. However, it was only in 191 1 that a definite policy was 
adopted of turning to the white labourer category first when seeking to fill 
vacancies higher up the job ladder (at Union it also became policy not to 
elevate black labourers beyond labourer grade) .40 Thereafter promotions 
were commonplace: by 191 3 more than 1 000 poor white labourers had been 
moved into permanent positions. Although more promotions were made than 
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before to positions as painters. signal fitters, ticket examiners. messengers 
and checkers. the categories of fireman, shunter and ganger still accounted 
for over half. 41 By 191 6 more than 3 000 promotions had been made, all of 
them in turn replaced by fresh white recruits. The plan to use the pool of poor 
whites as a reservoir from which to recruit labour for superior grades of work 
had borne some fruit. 
As part of its intention to advance white labourers, the SAR began evening 
classes at major railway centres, nan::iely Johannesburg, Germiston, Pretoria 
and Cape Town. The intention was eventually to have schools at Volksrust, 
Waterval Boven, Potchefstroom, Klerksdorp, Kroonstad, Joubertina, Nou­
poort, Springfontein and East London. Excepting in the Transvaal, provincial 
administrations helped bear a portion of the costs of Dutch and English 
instruction in arithmetic, reading, writing, grammar, dictation, composition, 
railway geography and SAR rules and regulations. In the event, the burden was 
never crippling. The number of schools operating simultaneously reached a 
maximum of seven in 191 2, in which year a fraction more than 200 labourers 
were promoted as a direct result of attending classes (more than 300 failed to 
pass examinations) . Lack of enthusiasm among labourers meant that certain 
schools never opened or that they only functioned sporadically. Classes were 
terminated because men were 'too old', 'too backward' , or 'hopelessly unsuit­
able for promotion'. At the close of 191 5 evening classes were offered only at 
Cape Town, Germiston and Johannesburg. Of the 425 white labourers who sat 
examinations, 1 75 passed, most graduating to superior railway jobs.42 Al­
though the SAR did not become directly involved in the education of white 
labourers' children, schooling was problematic, especially in regard to families 
stationed in remote districts. Where possible, arrangements were made to 
transfer fathers to work gangs or stations near to schools.43 

In the early years of Union, the SAR's white labour policy continued to be 
pursued vigorously and included study of the possibility of increasing the 
November 191 1 total of 500 white labourers in SAR workshops. 44 Applications 
for railway jobs were plentiful, numbering almost 2 500 in 191 3 and 3 000 in 
191 4. Demand for work far outstripped the number of positions offered, and in 
both years only one third of the workseekers were placed. White recruitment 
was slowed by the SAR's reluctance to allow racially integrated work gangs, 
and even to have a white gang flanked by two black gangs.45 This meant that 
whites could generally only be hired in batches, not singly. Mostly, however, 
the slow rate of white recruitment reflected the shortage of suitable accommo­
dation. As early as 191 3 it was estimated that there was work for 5 000 
additional whites on track maintenance countrywide, barring the harsh envi­
ronments of Northern and Western Transvaal, the Karoo and parts of Natal. 
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Fifteen thousand whites were estimated to be awaiting offers of railway em­
ployment. A housing budget exceeding £400 000 was proposed but was never 
forthcoming. In part the outbreak of war was to blame: despite recommenda­
tion in 1913 and 1914 that 340 houses be built, only 140 were completed.46 

Notwithstanding the SAR's inability to absorb all those who applied for work 
as white labourers, the thousands of men who were fortunate to obtain work 
kept the white labour policy respectably successful. December employment 
totals for the eight years between 1909 and 1916 never dropped below the 
1909 figure of just over 3 000, peaking at some 4 600 in 1912, and failing off to 
4 100 in 1916. How many of these men had joined SAR for the first time, and 
how many for a second or subsequent time, is not known. Nor is it known for 
certain how long most white labourers remained on the railways. As an 
indication, however (and excluding those who were promoted or transferred, 
those who died and those who withdrew at the end of an assignment), the 
white labourers who left the SAR in 1913, 1914 and 1915 totalled approximately 
2 700, 2 000 and 1 300 respectively.47 

As already indicated, the SAR's failure to keep all its recruits hinged in part on 
inadequate pay; the dilemma was to avoid raising wages so high that the 
purpose of the poor white policy was defeated by people other than the 
poorest whites being attracted to Railway service. On the one hand the 
perennial wage problem was eased by wartime allowances which were in­
tended to compensate in some measure for inflated prices,48 and by geo­
graphical allowances which were aimed at smoothing out regional variations 
in cost of living - rent and food especially. On the other hand the wage problem 
was aggravated by reported incidents of construction gang leaders abscond­
ing with wages, by the hated system of tool and tent hire, and by the iniquitous 
arrangement whereby men were not paid for the time and cost incurred in 
moving camp.49 And, it was not until 1 914 that white labourers were allowed 
to rail their tools at contractors' reduced rates. The concession hardly harmed 
the Railways. On the contrary, labourers were ultimately paid out less for the 
depreciated tools which they returned; they did not drink away their deprecia­
tion receipts between assignments; work on new projects was not delayed for 
want of equipment. 50 Depreciation deductions on rented equipment, tent hire 
and tool conveyance costs were not the only sources of dissatisfaction. Whites 
who had laboured on a piecework basis for contractors on the Vierfontein-Bo­
thaville and the Bethal-Volksrust lines grumbled about the charges for water 
barrels and about the suspect way of estimating volumes of earth moved. They 
also complained about the lack of work at contract sites and the resultant 
obligation to purchase their own return train tickets (or walk home) , this under 
a regulation pertaining to men who remained on site less than three months. 
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Said the Transvaal Chronicle in June 1914, sweated labour was rampant. In 
some cases men were earning net amounts of 3 15s after 46 days work, £1 
after 21 days.51 

The desperate circumstances of some white railway workers on construction 
projects said very little for the existence of a truly caring state policy, and still 
less for state paranoia about working class revolt. Not all the SAR's poor whites 
suffered equally, however. In April 1913 the average daily wage earned by white 
construction labourers on piecework was said to exceed 8s in the Transvaal, 
6s in the Orange Free State and 5s in the Cape. Wages for the majority of poor 
white railway workers were lower, bein9s more in line with white farm and 
industrial wages of 3s 6d and 5s per day. 2 In 1912, 51 per cent of the SAR's 
white labour force earned in excess of 4s 6d daily. Corres�onding figures for 
the ensuing three years were 57, 74 and 70 per cent.5 Even taking into 
account the wage increases of May 191 7, however, many white wage workers 
fell short of the 7s daily (inclusive of benefits) which Parliament recommended 
in 1917. The discrepancy was the subject of a protest meeting called by the 
Johannesburg branch of the National Union of Railway and Harbour Servants 
(NU RAHS) in 1918. With 1 100 white labourers still renting their own shelter in 
the private housing market, SAR management quickly agreed to a daily 
allowance of 1 s for married men who, having served for a minimum twelve 
months, were still without free housing. 54 

For a time the interests of poor whites continued to be paid attention after the 
white railway labour programme was hived off from the SAR to the Department 
of Mines and Industries in June 1 91 7. In the view of the government, the 
Railways still had a role to play in soaking up unemployed whites, including 
war veterans.55 The sum s�ent on housing continued to grow (by February 
1918, it reached £150 000). Furthermore, approximating the annual number 
of placements made by government labour exchanges (excluding 1921), the 
employment figures for March for the period 1917-1922 consistently exceeded 
4 000, reaching nearly 4 700 in 1921. By then, the minimum daily wage for a 
white labourer over the age of 21 had increased to as. The free housing 
privilege had been withdrawn, but in its stead white labourers were placed on 
the permanent staff with superior medical, superannuation and job termination 
conditions. Simultaneously, as from November 1920, the SAR once more 
started an unemployment relief programme at government's behest. This time 
a portion of the wages paid was recovered from the state's Unemployment 
Vote. By July 1923, 8 000 men had been engaged for relief works.57 

In the interim, the wholly SAR-subsidised white labour policy had faltered. Not 
only was the opinion growing that the SAR's contribution to permanent white 
upliftment could only ever be slight, 58 but the grim reality of a five-year 
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operating deficit (and consequent pressure to lower freight rates so as to 
attract more business) obliged the Railways to enact economy measures. 
White labourers were transferred from branch to main lines where they could 
be more productively employed, and those who resigned were not replaced 
by whites.59 In some instances transfers were merely a prelude to dismissal 
under some 'reorganisation' plan. Reports surfaced of blacks being hired in 
place of whites as gangers, engine cleaners, waiters, cloakroom attendants 
and parcel office assistants. But a quarter of a century of privilege had made 
certain grades of work 'white-by-custom' , and in 1922 NU RAHS castigated the 
Smuts government for hypocrisy, insensitivity and greed which, in its view, 
resurrected the 'black peril' and threatened white living standards.60 The 
culmination of the fading white labour policy was that as from April 1923, new 
white recruits were graded as casual labourers, thereby losing leave, medical 
and train travel privileges. By March 1924 the number of white railway la­
bourers had returned to the 1909 figure of 3 000, a state of affairs which the 
Pact government moved to correct swiftly in its 'civil ised labour' programme. 

Conclusion 

Assessment of the Railway poor white policy before 1924 is difficult. This is so 
even when the policy is considered only on its own terms and its broader 
ramifications are ignored - for example, its effect on white labour policy 
generally, and on the formation of the white working class. Assessment is also 
difficult in the absence of oral testimony and any comparative study of 'civilised 
labour'. Research into these dimensions of white railway labour is imperative. 
In the meantime, some general observations may be ventured. Numerically 
speaking, the poor white railway labourers were far from being a majority 
(there were 12 500 black railway labourers in 1909, and 24 000 in 1916) and 
the white labour policy itself was far from absorbing more than a small share 
of the 27 000 heads of poor white households.61 Nonetheless, some officials 
were pleased with the Railway contribution. The General Manager found 
something positive to say about the experience up to mid-1914, even though 
the programme was reckoned to be costing £90 000 per annum more than if 
black labour were employed, even though an equivalent amount had been 
spent on housing, and even though the number of whites hired had been only 
fractionally less than the number of blacks they replaced (higher wages had 
not been compensated by enhanced productivity). The experiment on un­
skilled work, he announced, had not been an end in itself: ' ... the object was to 
utilize this work as a training ground and to reclaim the best of the labour. '  As 
such, he concluded, the trial had been 'conspicuously successful' and had 
'rendered great service to the country'. An official inquiry endorsed this posi-
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tive view of the white labour policy on the railways: ' . . .  as an experiment ... with 
the object of giving work to those who have no trade or means of livelihood, 
and raisini many who had entirely lost their self-respect ... it has been an entire 
success.· The White Labour Superintendent was less enthusiastic, noting in 
1915 that 'much more could be done' for poor whites.63 And, in 1917, the 
railway engineer at Harrismith went further still, saying that the policy had been 
of little consequence. Far from disapproving of the scheme, however, he 
emphasised that it should be put on a more permanent footing and extended 
for the purpose of 'consolidating the position of the white race'.64 Others 
would have shared this opinion. For example, the Johannesburg branch 
secretary of NURAHS was to complain in 1918 that poor white railway la­
bourers were 'denied the l iberty of white existence; to thrive and to pro­
gress'. 65 

Precisely how much white advance and prosperity would have satisfied critics 
of railway 'poor whiteism' is difficult to gauge. Equally, however, it is difficult to 
gainsay that advantages did accrue to many whites. Disregarding the many 
thousands of men who found temporary labour on the Railways between 191 O 
and 1924, 6 000 were promoted to permanent positions where they obtained 
unprecedented remuneration and security. These individuals (and their fam­
ilies) were all eligible for housing, and this in other than the 959 units which had 
been constructed specifically for white labourers by 1919. 66 And it bears 
stressing that apart from work and housing, poor white railway labourers also 
benefited from the SAR's educational, health care and welfare facilities.67 In 
the very nature of the Railways as a geographically diffuse employer, work, 
housing and other benefits were neither concentrated in any particular place, 
nor were they confined to urban areas. Railway labour presented itself to the 
white poor in cities as well as in platteland settlements. In rural districts 
localised work on the railway supplemented seasonal earnings and postponed 
the trek to towns. In the same way, Railway provision of work over a wide area 
diffused the pockets of disgruntled, agitated poor whites in cities and helped 
defuse any threat they presented to the social order. Poor white railway 
workers exacted their price economically, but the Railways, and white society 
at large, frowned more than they protested. It was the poor whites contribution 
relative to black labourers which was really the point of contention and which 
had to be resolved if they were to continue in unskilled, menial railway labour 
after 1 924. 
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Chapter 7 

S lums,  segregation and poor wh ites i n  
Johannesburg ,  1 920-1 934 

Susan Parnell 

From its inception Johannesbur� incorporated housing conditions that ranked 
amongst the worst in the world. Tents and tin structures that formed the built 
environment for gold diggers on the Rand encouraged a climate in which poor 
housing conditions proliferated.2 In the first part of the century the sanitation 
problem provided the official raison d'etre for the removal of people of colour 
from the city limits. Yet, in Johannesburg, as many as one third of the 5 651 
people enumerated in the first survey of slums were white.3 In response to the 
outbreak of plague in 1 904 and influenza in 1 91 8  the council acted on a racially 
selective basis to remove large numbers of black slum residents from the 
inner-city.4 The provision of only 300 houses in the location in no way adequ­
ately redressed the critical accommodation shortage, however, and rent rac­
keteering in the city increased.5 Growth in the urban African population and 
the persistence of white poverty saw the proliferation of a working class 
housing problem. The state sought new solutions to the accommodation 
crisis, a rubric that came to include the absolute shortage of housing stock and 
the perceived threat of race integration, first by application of the Natives 
(Urban Areas) Act and later rehousing of the impoverished electorate. 
Increases in the number of poor whites living in slums moulded the state's 
approach to the issue of working class residential segregation. In this chapter 
it is shown that once whites formed a major racial component of the slum­
yards, the policies and action of the central and local states shifted to accom­
modate the white working class. The imperative of ensuring a minimum 
standard of living for whites culminated in continued residential segregation of 
blacks, and also in the introduction of subsidised municipal housing for whites. 

The genesis of Johannesburg's housing problem 

The discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand prompted almost unlimited invest­
ment in the extraction of the precious metal. By contrast, despite the rapid 
growth in the numbers working on the mines, capitalists were reluctant to 
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invest in costly construction of working class accommodation. I n  these early 
years a further distinction between the spheres of work and home was evident. 
While on the mines racial d ivision was strictly adhered to, in the town residen­
tial segregation was not immediately entrenched . Especially in the poorest 
quarters of the town the pressure of inordinately high occupancy levels took 
its toll on the inadequate physical structures and the qual ity of the built 
environment deteriorated. While the local state was visibly concerned about 
incipient d isease, water, sewerage and other essential services were not 
instal led .6 

As the city grew and became more permanent, deteriorating wood and iron 
houses close to the city absorbed increasing numbers of the urban poor. The 
d isgusting conditions which resulted were perhaps less extensive than they 
might have been had mining companies not housed their contract employees 
in compounds. The permanence of Johannesburg not only saw an increasing 
non-mining sector, but also witnessed the arrival of women and families of the 
early pioneers. The changing population structure of the growing town was 
accompanied by a demand for housing which could not be met by hostel 
facilities. Thus, while the Randlords constructed elaborate colonial mansions 
for their brides,7 poorer folk sought out a room in a slumyard of the city in 
which to establ ish their family residence.8 By World War I Johannesburg had 
a slum legacy that cut across the colour bar. 

Activity and interest in white housing after the First World War was predicated 
on the belief that an accommodation crisis of significant proportions existed in 
Johannesburg. There was a fear that the white housing crisis would be 
exacerbated by demolition of wood and iron structures, more especially as 
there was no alternative accommodation available for d isplaced people. Es­
tabl ishing the valid ity of concern over the amount of housing available to 
whites was difficult. On the one hand Dr Porter, the Medical Officer of Health, 
was of the opinion that there was 'a very great shortage' of dwell ings for the 
enormous influx' of poor whites.9 In the same month, however, Dr Porter's 
evidence to the Housing Commission was more cautious in the assessment of 
the problem. Porter conceded readily that cheap rental accommodation was 
not easily available, and quoted the example of Symonds & Co., estate agents 
active in Fordsburg and Vrededorp, who were unable to meet the requests for 
accommodation to £ 1 2 1 Os a month. Dr Porter argued, however, that the 
housing problem for whites was much less serious than it was often made out 
to be. I n  support of this new position the Medical Officer quoted the find ings 
of h is enquiry into further properties l ikely to be affected by closures. Of the 
2 000 people l ikely, in his estimation, to be affected by council efforts to clear 
insanitary properties, only 250 were white. 1 0  
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Ambiguity over the nature and extent of a housing crisis for whites did not 
prevent the issue becoming a major item on the local political agenda. The 
municipal election of 1919 focused unambiguously on the pressing accommo­
dation requirements of white labour in post-World War I Johannesburg. The 
Labour Party, which took up the issue vigorously, urging subsidised housing 
for whites, won that election. Its victory on the 'housing for whites' ticket 
reflected the acute crisis in the position of white workers in the mining town of 
Johannesburg. Conflict over wages in the struggling mining sector spawned 
the strikes of 1 920 and 1922. 1 1  The importance of the housing question in 
these developments has never been developed. The idea that the high cost of 
shelter in Johannesburg may have exacerbated the already fierce competition 
between the workers of the city has, however, been mooted . 1 2  

The connection between work and residential conditions is significant. In 
theory white wages were not only considerably higher than those of blacks, 
but on the official £1 per day wage a white man could afford to 

... own a comfortable, electrified, well appointed bungalow in grounds with 
a garden and support a small family well. He could in fact hire the services 
of a black man to do the menial work. His diet compared well to that of 
virtually any workingman in the world. Putting aside the threat of personal 
injury (which was of course not a small one for the miner� he had by any 
international standards a very reasonable wage indeed. 1 

The reality of the job market for many whites differed dramatical ly from the £ 1  
per day ideal . O n  the Rand whites were only able to earn the equivalent o f  farm 
wages which ranged between 1 7s 6d and 25s per week. 1 4  By comparison 
wage rates for black labour varied between 1 5s Bel and 23s 9d per week. 1 5  
These barely differentiated wage rates meant that white labourers, particularly 
newly urbanised Afrikaners, enjoyed little additional income elasticity in ac­
quisition of shelter than did the average black worker. Prior to World War I, 
reductions in living costs had allowed the establishment of family life in 
Johannesburg, but protection of white living standards required the assurance 
of housing of a better quality than that offered by slumlords. In the workplace 
the white working class fought for protection of their skilled position by 
demanding that wages be decided on the basis of 'rate for the job'. In the 
domestic sphere they flexed their political muscle by demanding state assist­
ance in obtaining housing that would distance them from the black population 
of the slums. 

White labourers could never have afforded shelter of this standard without 
state patronage. This demand was taken up together with the call for segrega­
tion by the Labour Party which, within weeks of gaining control of the Johan-
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that t·he mixing of poor whites and blacks 
together could be remedied'. 

Only a month later a Johannesburg Council decision recommended the 
Provincial Council support a draft ordinance, drawn up by the Labour Party, 
that would give local authorities in the Transvaal the powers necessary to 
implement a white housing scheme. 1 7  Whereas Transvaal local authorities 
held extensive power over, and even responsibility for, the provision of African 
housing, no attempt had been made prior to this initiative to legislate such 
provisions for whites. The outcome of the Labour Party drive for housing 
assistance to whites was the 1919 Transvaal Housing Bill. Although this Bill was 
never passed by the Provincial Council the authority required by Johannes­
bur� Town Council was made law by national acceptance of the 1920 Housing 
Act. 8 Following the creation of the Central Housing Board under the new Act 
the Johannesburg Council was in a position to implement their stated commit­
ment to housing for poor whites. 

It seems that the desire of the authorities to initiate a white housing scheme 
related only in part to the need for housing. As a member of the Johannesburg 
Parks and Estates Committee pointed out, it would have been foolish of the 
city not to avail itself of government money, 'whereby the needs of the town 
could be met with practically no risk to the council'. Provision of a white 
housing scheme, it was argued, would not only create employment oppor­
tunities, but would also generate revenue for the council by taxing the de­
veloped property. 1 9  Whatever the motive of council support for initiating a 
public housing scheme, the proposal was endorsed by Johannesburg resi­
dents. An announcement by the Parks and Estates Committee that it had 
decided to apply for a £490 610 loan for the erection of 500 cottages at 
Cottesloe immediately drew 1 220 applications.20 

As it happened the closing date for applications to the Central Housing Board 
for funding was missed by two days, and the proposed scheme came to 
nothing. 2 1 It was alleged that the chairman of the Finance Committee, who was 
a prominent estate agent, had neglected to put in the application despite 
receiving specific instructions to do so. 22 Even when the omission was recti­
fied, the Johannesburg Council was apparently told by the Central Housing 
Board's representative that the city was wealthy enough to raise its own 
money, and should not approach the government for advances. 23 T he council, 
however, was firm in its resolve to obtain a white housinJi scheme, and in 1923 
applied for £200 000 from the Central Housing Board. The outcome of this 
application was particularly significant as, for the first time, the extent of the 
housing crisis for poor whites was assessed. The Central Housing Board held 
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that, as it had no knowledge of the white housing shortage, it would require the 
enumeration of empty dwellings in the poorer areas where unskilled workmen 
and less rosperous artisans would seek housing before a loan could be 
granted.2 

Dr Porter, the Medical Officer of Health for Johannesburg, was assigned the 
task of conducting the survey. He found that, other than within the area one 
mile from the city, there was a 'reasonable sufficiency' of working class 
dwellings. Although some families were found to be sharing the same dwelling, 
empty houses were available. In an interview with the Rent Board the inferior 
quality and general disrepair of available houses were emphasised. Both the 
Rent Board representative and Dr Porter strongly criticised 'the close housing 
association of poor whites with Native and Coloured persons' and unreserved­
ly expressed the view that the necessity for assisted white housing was 
relatively negligible compared with the urgency for the segregation and decent 
housing of 'Natives' . The Medical Officer of Health concluded that there was 
little or no public health necessity or justification for state-aided housing for 
'Europeans' in Johannesburg. The conditions of 'European' housing in certain 
of the poorer central districts would be greatly improved by the provision in 
locations or 'native-villages' of adequate housing for 'natives'.26 

No money was allocated to Johannesburg for white housing, 27 ostensibly 
because of the Medical Officer's report to the Central Housing Board, but 
possibly because funds were not available.28 Attention to the working class 
housing question was subsumed in efforts to get the Natives (Urban Areas) Act 
proclaimed and enforced in the city. The proposed provision of a white 
housing scheme was dropped as the most important item on the council's 
agenda, and replaced by the drive to rid the inner-city of all blacks. The focus 
on the removal of Africans from the slums, however, was not inconsistent with 
the council's concern for white housing needs. For the council, the white 
housing problem had been defined as a problem of residential int�ration, and 
could therefore be solved by the removal of the 'native menace'. 
Contrary to this intention, in the years following 1923 racial mixing in the 
inner-city working class suburbs increased and slum conditions proliferated. 
Industrial developments resulted in an influx of whites, mainly women, who 
could not afford 'suitable accommodation' and therefore rented rooms from 
coloureds or lndians.30 In an attempt to house young workers 'properly' the 
provisions of the 1920 Housing Act were amended in 1925 to allow for 
construction of hostels for whites. 31 Despite concern about mixing of races, 
the Johannesburg Council did not apply for hostel funding. These facilities 
were provided by charitable bodies such as the Catholic Women's League.32 

In the same period a series of court orders declared ultra vires attempts to 
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implement the Natives (Urban Areas) Act,33 thereby rendering the council 
impotent in their attempts to remove the African population. 

By 1927 both public and civic opinion was such that despite the fact that more 
than a quarter of all whites in Johannesburg lived with more than two people 
to a room,34 the council did not consider it necessary to apply for a housing 
loan. Instead the energy and finances of the local authority were centred on 
ridding the slums of all blacks. Attention focused on the re-housing schemes 
of Western Native township, various hostel facilities, and Orlando. Even if 
whites were present in slum areas, the city's housing problem was understood 
to be about re-housing 'natives'. During the 1920s neither the Labour Party in 
Johannesburg, nor the Pact government, had any impact on the built environ­
ment of the white working class despite the prevailing political climate of 
sympathy for poor whites. It was not until the 1930s, once thousands of 
Africans had been removed from the inner-city, that official attention turned to 
address the necessity of alternative public accommodation for whites. 

Poor whites and the housing crisis 

The closing years of the 1920s saw a transformation of inner-city areas of 
Johannesburg which meant that slums could no longer be construed as 
merely a 'native' problem. The transition was marked by increased urban 
decay and a shift in the racial composition of the slumyards. In the four years 
following the proclamation of the city under the Natives (Urban Areas) Act 
( 1923-1927) , the Native Affairs Department forcibly removed 30 000 African 
people.35 The majority of the displaced families sought accommodation in 
unproclaimed remnants of the city, namely the suburbs of Sophiatown, New­
clare and Martindale.36 Established after the First World War it was intended 
that these suburbs would cater for 3 000 families; by 1933 the population had 
swollen to 26 000 pe�le.37 Other relocated Africans were housed in municipal 
hostels or locations. Despite these removals the African presence in slums 
was not eradicated by the segregationist efforts of the Johannesburg Council. 
Some of those affected by the Natives (Urban Areas) Act returned to slum 
areas, and there were always new migrants seeking accommodation.39 One 
noticeable trend was for coloureds, over whom local authorities had no power, 
to take occupancy of the houses and rooms vacated by Africans. 40 

More significant for the persistence of slums than the reflux of blacks, was the 
dramatic increase in the number of poor whites in the city. The number of 
people the government defined as poor whites increased nationally from 
106 000 in 1916 to 120 000 in 1921 and 300 000 in 1933, and a lar;Re proportion 
of these newly urbanised poor sought a niche in Johannesburg. By 1933 the 
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Johannesburg authorities deemed it necessary to conduct a survey of white 
housing needs in which they found 1 121 families to be unsatisfactorily accom­
modated.42 Clearly the situation had changed dramatical� from that of 1923 
when 322 houses in working class suburbs stood empty.4 

The early years of the 1930s saw a transformation of working class residential 
areas of Johannesburg because of the dramatic increase in the number of 
poor whites in the city. At the most obvious level, one ramification of the 
increased urban population was to reduce the number of buildin§s available 
for shelter. Ironically this problem was made worse by the Pact government's 
'civilised labour' policy which was designed to assist the poor white. The 
imperative of employing more expensive white labour in construction meant 
that it was difficult to provide houses at costs low enough for affordable 
rents.44 Capitalists faced with the prospect of not being able to profit from 
construction for the lower income groups did not erect new buildings. As a 
result the character of Johannesburg's slums differed from those of other large 
cities, as the poor were forced to find shelter in buildings never intended for 
domestic use. 

The impact of the civilised labour policy which extended beyond restricting 
available housing stock. One of the most important repercussions of the 
civilised labour policy was the large increase in the number of poor whites in 
urban areas. 45 Between 1924 and 1 929 the number of white railway labourers 
based in Johannesburg trebled. 46 By 1931 nearly 25 000 poor whites had been 
absorbed into state jobs.47 A specific problem generated by the government's 
white labour policy was housing those unskilled people who could not afford 
rents asked in the city. For example, by 1934 the number of married railway 
labourers requiring housing in the city was 351.48 The Johannesburg Council 
felt that government should be prepared to make a much more substantial 
contribution towards re-housing these people than it had done in the past, 
particularly as the white labour policy lacked any proper mechanism of pre­
venting an influx from the impoverished rural areas. The promise of work, it was 
argued, drew 'bywoners' 'away from their natural environment' by enticing 
them with wages which appeared high, but which under urban conditions, 
could only provide subsistence at a very low standard of living. 

In the worsening depression not all new migrants to Johannesburg benefited 
from state efforts to create employment for whites. The limited success of the 
civilised labour policy is emphasised by Department of Labour figures for the 
number of unemployed per thousand of the white male population (see also 
figure 1) : 
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For the worst depression years 1932 and 1933 the Department calculated 
that there were 1 7  and 31 unemployed males per thousand of the white 
population respectively. The Department managed to find subsidised 
labour for 3. 7 and 14.8 per thousand respectively, leaving 1 3. 3  and 16.2 
per thousand wholly out of work. 49 

Figure 1 White males registered at government labour exchanges, and 
white males placed_ in jobs, 1920-193050 

8 000 

7 000 

6 000 

5 000 

4 000 

3 000 

2 000 

1 000 

Number of whites registered at 
goverment labour exchanges 

Number of whites placed in jobs 

1 920 1 922 1 924 1 926 1 928 1 930 

In April 1930, 3 000 white males were reported to be unemployed in the city, 
and over 200 new employment requests were received each month by the 
Rand Aid Society, mainly from those who had been living in the area for less 
than three months.51 The cumulative impact of the policy of 'civilised labour', 
depression and drought, which struck in 1930, 52 increased pressure among 
whites for inexpensive shelter. Conditions of overcrowding and insanitation 
had resulted in white slum conditions in the poorer class districts such as 
Fordsburg, portions of Jeppestown, Doornfontein, and Newlands. The posi-
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tion had changed entirely from 1927 when slums had been 'largely a native 
problem which has since been energetically tackled'.53 

By 1933 the new Medical Officer of Health, Dr Milne, reported to the Public 
Health Committee that a white housing problem had been created in Johan­
nesburg by the influx of poor whites, the bulk of whom were unable to afford 
to house themselves decently. The Medical Officer of Health's assessment is 
important for the material shift he identifies, and also the ideological perception 
it reflects. Certainly by the late 1 920s significant inroads had been achieved in 
clearing Africans from the city. For Dr Milne to assert that the 'native' slum 
problem was over would, however, have been false. On his own admission, on 
eviction under the Natives (Urban Areas) Act the African practice was to move 
to the neighbouring yard in the inner suburbs where the Act had not yet been 
enforced. Far more important in the Medical Officer's statement is the recog­
nition that in addition to the 'native menace' in the slum, the problem now 
embraced all sections of the population, including whites. 
That the slums had become an issue affecting whites was clearly revealed by 
the council's resolution of 28 November 1933. A special committee was 
appointed whose objective it was to alleviate unemployment, eliminate disease 
centres, act for the amelioration of social and economic conditions of certain 
classes, and generally encourage improvement of economic moral and hy­
gienic conditions of the city. This committee would consider and report on 'the 
advisability of immediately embarking upon a comprehensive slum clearance 
programme and white housing scheme'.54 

As already noted, the early 1930s, ravaged by depression, saw a dramatic 
increase in the extent of the slum problem, and of the number of whites living 
in these unsatisfactory conditions. The visible increase in the concentration of 
the poor in the inner city led one Johannesburg citizen to enquire where a 
'decent person of average means' could live. In his own words every suburb 
near to town was becoming 'a haunt of kaffirs and half-wild white hooligans' .55 
The most significant dimension of the growing accommodation crisis was the 
changing racial composition of slumyards. The Johannesburg Council's 1934 
survey of slums and insanitary properties for the Central Housing Board 
showed that 928 of the 1 922 families needing re-housing from the slums (i.e. 
48 per cent) were white. 56 These poor whites were not only concentrated in 
the racially pure suburbs of Vrededorp and Booysens Reserve, but were 
scattered all through the working class neighbourhoods of the city (figure 2) .  
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Figure 2 Racial geography of the slums of Johannesburg, 193457 
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The slums of Johannesburg 

Conditions in the slums, where the dwellings were often remnants of wood and 
iron structures from 'gold rush' Johannesburg, were appalling. The council's 
own 1933 survey of white housing showed 157 cases of overcrowding in single 
rooms. Sometimes more than one family shared the same quarters.58 The 
same report identified 873 cases of social overcrowding (that is where adults 
who were not of the same sex, and who were not partners, shared the same 
room) . Social overcrowding was also held to occur if the dining or kitchen 
areas doubled as sleeping accommodation. Problems of overcrowding were 
exacerbated by concentration of ' rooms' in yards, where facilities such as 
outside taps and toilets were shared by all the occupants of the yard (figure 3) . 
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Figure 3 Schematic representation of a slumyard in Fordsburg,  193359 
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Circumstances of white people embroiled in the housing crisis of the 1 930s 
varied tremendously. At least three distinct experiences can be sketched. The 
first group, the 'new poor' as they came to be identified in the press,60 found 
that in the deepening depression they were increasingly unable to meet the 
costs of urban life. In an attempt to reduce living expenses by cutting their rent, 
part of the house was sub-let. Ideally, extended kin could be found to share the 
house but, failing this, one or more new young migrants would be taken in as 
part of the family.61  Where this was not possible, a 'room to let' sign would 
appear in the window. Even if the q�arters were small, someone, even a 
stranger, was needed to help pay the rent.62 This practice of sub-letting was 
not racially exclusive. In his report for 1 931  the Director of the Native Affairs 
Department commented that he had quite frequently found that white families, 
'in order to eke out an existence' ,  were letting either part of their own premises, 
or outside rooms, to 'natives'.63 In many cases it appeared that black sub-ten­
ants were preferred , their record of payment being better than that of the 
poorest whites.64 

The second group of poor whites whose lives were moulded by their inability 
to afford any but the most abject housing, were residents of slumyards. One 
such yard in Fordsburg, allegedly not an isolated case, had one tap, measured 
500 square meters, and housed 57 whites. The value of the site and buildings 
only amounted to £330, but the slumlord received an annual rent of £1 50, a 45 
per cent per annum return on capital invested.65 

Finally, there were those who could not even afford the rent for these sl um 
rooms. The plight of this third group of poor whites was highlighted when in 
September 1 93 1  the Unemployment Association alerted a local newspaper to 
one of twenty 'bad cases' they had considered during the month. An ex-ser­
viceman and his family of seven had been evicted from their Johannesburg 
residence for failing to pay the rent and had been found at their new accom­
modation: the hollow of a disused slimes dump.66 Faced with a growing 
number of impoverished whites, the cry to rid urban areas of slums grew 
progressively louder from 1 930 until official action on behalf of the white 
slumdwellers was finally taken in 1 937.67 

State responses to 'white slums' 

Concern over the plight of whites living in slum conditions elicited response 
unprecedented in the 1 920s. Before any official comment on the white housing 
crisis had been formalised, however, the Johannesburg Housing Utility Com­
pany was launched in 1 933. Two extracts from their publicity booklet To hell 
with slums capture the emotion of the new concern. The Johannesburg 
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Housing Utility Company pointed out that the nation could not afford 'the moral 
and mental degradation which slum conditions create in those who inhabit 
them'. If there was any doubt left over why action was required, the company's 
booklet continued to explain that the slum could become a fertile field for 
'subversive propaganda'. Slums, it was argued, could be quoted as 'convinc­
ing evidence of how a capitalist society failed to provide good homes for the 
very poor, and for this reason were a problem'.68 

In Johannesburg, as in many other parts of the world, slum conditions were 
both a threat and an embarrassment to the authorities. Unlike slum clearance 
programmes launched in British cities, in Johannesburg the slum question 
embraced not only legal and financial considerations, but also hinged on race. 
The significance of this racial dimension was apparent in the shift in council 
policy and action which came about in the early thirties once slums were 
commonly accepted as a 'white problem'. 

Faced with extensive white poverty it was apparent that the state's policy on 
' the slum problem', as it had evolved in the 1920s, was no longer appropriate. 
In 1923 the Medical Officer of Health had been able to conclude that conditions 
under which poor whites were l iving would be most satisfactorilY. solved by the 
segregation of, and increased housing provision for, Africans. 69 Eight years 
later the council's focus on African housing led to the accusation that locations 
were being constructed at the expense of whites, many of whom it was alleged 
were now forced to live in quarters 'more miserable than those provided for 
natives'. In support of the argument the complaint was levelled that ' 10  000 
neat kaffir dwellings have been erected, but for poor whites nothing is done'. 70 

Solving the slum problem by re-housing Africans was no longer sufficient. 
Something had to be done for the rest of the slum population, especially the 
poor white. Even if the entire black population could be removed from the 
slumyards (which they could not, not least because many, particularly women, 
did not qualify for municipal housing) ,71 slums would not disappear. A signifi­
cantly large proportion of the slum population was white. 

From 1930 the demand for white housing schemes was self-consciously 
political, forming an integral component of national and municipal party cam­
paigns. Concern to see the segregation of the inner-city continued but now 
added to this was the desire to guarantee living standards of white labour. In 
the 1920s this had been achieved through the creation of protected jobs. A 
decade later assisted housing provision was an additional means of subsidis­
ing wages and ensuring a minimum standard of l iving. Nationally this trans­
lated into the introduction of extended housing finance for poor whites. In 
Johannesburg the city fathers geared themselves to accept responsibility for 
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providing accommodation for the poor, even where this entailed unavoidable 
cost. Councillor Leveson, chairman of the Public Health Committee, and prime 
mover in the demand for a council-provided scheme, motivated for the initia­
tive on the grounds that whites were not ' inveterate or hereditary slum dwel­
lers' , and that there existed some responsibility to ensure their rehabilitation. 72 

The Johannesburg Council decision to provide housing 'under proper condi­
tions' through the establishment of a sub-economic housing scheme based on 
the Octavia Hill system of managemeot73 was made possible by changes in 
national housing legislation. In 1930 the Central Housing Board was given the 
authority to grant sub-economic loans for white housing schemes. The low 
rate of interest ( 1 ,5 per cent) facilitated charging low rents, and was intended 
to encourage slum clearance. The second change was the passing of the 
Slums Act in 1934. This gave local authorities power to expropriate whole 
areas even where not every stand was a slum. In addition the Act reduced 
costs of obtaining a closing order from the courts, which was particularly 
useful as eviction orders were often refused on grounds that there was no 
alternative accommodation available to the inhabitants.74 The Slums Act, 
because of these additional powers, was also critical in ensuring the availability 
of land close to the city. In the case of the clearance of the Bertrams area, the 
Glenesk Housing scheme was built on the newly expropriated land.75 The 
council's policy of removing all slum dwellers and re-housing only the whites 
had been made explicit. 

Conclusion 

In the early part of the century, as now, conditions for the poorest whites were 
in general better than those of many African workers in Johannesburg.76 

Nonetheless, during the 1920s and 1930s, there was a large group of whites 
who did not share all privileges usually associated with the 'elite' racial group 
of South African society. The presence of poor whites living in slum conditions 
highlights the low standard of living these people endured. It has been argued 
in this chapter that the failure in the 1920s to clear the slums by the removal of 
the African population highlighted the plight of inadequately housed poor 
whites. The genesis of a white public housing scheme stemmed in part from 
an increased national political concern to ensure the support of the white 
working class. It was also motivated by unacceptable persistence of racially 
integrated slum conditions in Johannesburg. The heritage of abysmal poor 
white housing conditions, and recognition of the inadequacy of the Natives 
(Urban Areas) Act in removing slum housing, combined to justify the search 
for new means of dealing with housing requirements of the franchised poor. 
Encouraged by economic recovery, and spurred on by political necessity, the 

1 28 



state expanded its commitment to white public housing. Introduction of sub­
economic funding spawned a white public housing movement in most major 
urban areas, including Johannesburg. From 1930 council housing was 
adopted by both central and local housing officials as the pivot for urban 
segregation. 
In the 1920s, when the population of the slums of Johannesburg was predomi­
nantly black, the major concern of the authorities was to rid the inner-city of its 
housing blight by forcibly removing the black population. Relocation of these 
unfortunate people beyond the jurisdiction of the council, and Beyond the 
public eye where housing standards would be subject to less critical evalu­
ation, was the major strategy adopted by the council to deal with the city's 
desperate housing problem. Although this programme of removal in no way 
adequately addressed the crisis situation, official moves to segregate the black 
population do seem to have appeased anti-slum campaigners and those 
whites calling for racially separated facilities, including housing. By the end of 
the decade even ex1ensive repressive action under the 1923 Natives (Urban 
Areas) Act was insufficient to stop the growth of slum areas in Johannesburg. 
Furthermore, the nature of the housing crisis had altered so that provisions of 
the 1923 legislation were incapable of addressing urban problems. Solving the 
slum problem of the 1930s demanded that specific attention be given to 
whites, who by then inhabited the slums in large numbers. 
The most difficult aspect of ridding slums of whites proved to be finding 
suitable alternative accommodation. Political imperatives of wooing poor 
whites, combined with elitist notions of the inherent superior potential of whites 
as opposed to blacks, made it essential that whites be provided with housing 
that would encourage their social upliftment. As the private sector was unlikely 
to initiate housing of the standard required at a cost within the means of poor 
whites, the state intervened to make available funds for public housing 
schemes. In this way, the establishment of council housing for whites was seen 
as crucial in eliminating racial mixing in cheap quarters of the city. 

1 29 



Chapter 8 

Minute substance versus substantia l 
fear: white destitution and the 

shaping of policy in Rhodesia in the 

1 890s* 

Philip Stigger** 

What is obvious about poor whites in Rhodesia is that they were not numerous. 
Whereas some 300 000 largely Afrikaner poor whites existed in South Africa in 
1929, 1 the Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia could talk of about only 
between 100 and 150 such individuals subsisting in the colony in 1934.2 On 
the basis of the most proximate census figures, poor whites comprised 1 in 
6,68 of all whites in South Africa as against 1 in 369,89 of those in Rhodesia.3 

These relative numbers at first sight amply support Hailey's assertion that there 
was no poor white problem of any importance outside South Africa,4 and the 
temptation to trust his judgement and dismiss the matter out of hand is strong. 
However, the wide discrepancy between the relative number of poor whites in 
two adjacent states that have been - and in many quarters still are -
regarded as forming an entity known now as 'southern Africa', is in itself 
challenging.5 In responding to that challenge, the significance of the poor 
white problem in colonial Rhodesian history emerges, for it becomes apparent 
that it was the fear of a poor white problem developing - rather than any 
developed problem - which conditioned the policy pursued in the colony 
virtually from the inception of the colonial state. 

* 

** 
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To determine what that policy was, to identify how far it was shaped by fear and 
to establish why the policy was significant, it is necessary to concentrate on 
certain events which began to emerge before the colonial state was a year old. 
In order to achieve these ends, it is essential to establish the extent to which 
the colonial Rhodesian problem was not representative of 'white' South African 
experience. That demands clarification of the degree to which the Rhodesian 
poor white question resembled that in South Africa. Therefore, in order to 
determine such similarities, it is necessary first of all to outline the salient 
features surrounding the emergence of the poor white problem in South Africa 
itself. 

That problem has been held, until recently, to have emerged only in the 1 890s. 
Two older commentators have suggested that it would have developed earlier 
had not easy access to land allowed trekkers to continue practising subsist­
ence agriculture.6 Such a level of cultivation became increasingly impossible, 
as the acquisition of land by companies combined with rural poverty, unecon­
omic land holdings, and the commercial isation or capitalisation of agriculture 
forced Afrikaner 'bywoners' or tenants-at-will off the land.7 In the Transvaal 
where the impact of mining was strongest, this process was the most marked. 
Natural scourges such as drought, locusts, and cattle diseases contributed to 
the process which was in turn accelerated by the upheavals and bitterness 
generated by the South African War.8 Whites who were forced from the land 
were compelled ultimately to attempt unsuccessfully to compete against 
blacks, who were able to accept lower wages.9 Having been divorced from the 
land against their will, poverty-stricken Afrikaners still aspired to return to it -
an aspiration supported by governments until the 1 920s, probably because it 
was judged politically advantageous to do so since almost half the white 
population still l ived upon the land at that time. 1 0  

There are thus eight readily identifiable features surrounding the poor white 
problem in South Africa. First, land was accessible even to indigent whites 
initial ly, although it was not permanently so. Second, subsistence agriculture 
was common in the early years. Third, land passed into the hands of com­
panies. Fourth, once this had happened and once the expansion of the mining 
industry encouraged the commercialisation of agriculture, whites began to be 
forced off the land. Fifth, such whites encountered black competition. Sixth, 
such whites wished to return to the land. Seventh, governments countenanced 
such a desire among the white urban poor. Finally, governments supported 
such aspirations because a high proportion of whites lived upon the land. 

Some if not all of these features ought to recur in Rhodesia, especially as the 
concept of a rolling nineteenth-century South African frontier is prima tacie 
applicable to the territory. 1 1  Rhodesia was subjected to mounting intrusions 
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by white hunters, traders and missionaries from the 1850s. International mining 
capital undoubtedly added a powerful new dimension from 1889, operating as 
it did through the agency of Rhodes and Seit and their tool, the British South 
Africa Company (BSAC), otherwise known as the Chartered Company, a 
commercial institution chartered by the Crown to supervise and, where appro­
priate, administer the area. Land grabbing contributed to the upsurges in black 
resistance which in their turn led, through black military defeats, to the consoli­
dation of colonial power throughout Rhodesia c. 1898.1 2 

The decade of the 1890s in Rhodesia was clearly one of intense white activity. 
Whites were actively acquiring title to land. Access to land was a key issue in 
the development of the poor white problem in South Africa. Therefore, it is 
desirable to commence any discussion about the nature of the Rhodesian 
poor white problem by establishing how accessible land was as the colonial 
state itself emerged. 

A white person obtained access to land in Mashonaland, Manicaland, or 
Gazaland by receiving a grant in one of four forms. The first was a pioneer 
grant. It was intended originally that each embodied member of the 1890 
Pioneer Column should draw by lot for a 1 500 morgen surveyed farm which 
he was to occupy on military tenure for the first two years. 1 3 In practice those 
who qualified were allowed to select land for themselves, while the occupation 
clause was withdrawn in October 1891.1 4  Subsequently, grants free of the 
occupation clause were made to men whom the Chartered Company wished 
to reward or to influence, so that the term 'pioneer' came to refer to the type 
of land grant rather than the background of its recipient. 1 5 The second form 
was a police grant to a 1 500-morgen farm. Such grants were restricted 
originally to men who had served for two years in the BSAC's police, who were 
required to peg out and personally occupy their farm within a year of the date 
of their discharge. The qualifying period of service was reduced to one year as 
the original military police force began to be disbanded from August 1891 
onwards, while the time allowed for pegging farms was extended in August 
1892 to three years from the date of a man's discharge.1 6  Even that period 
might be extended, while the occupation clause was never consistently ap­
plied.1 7 The third form of grant was a civilian one to a farm of from 1 500 to not 
more than 3 000 morgen. These were made to any white applicants prepared 
to occupy the land within a reasonable period, the larger grants generally 
being restricted to Gazaland. 1 8  The fourth and final form consisted of special 
grants made by the Chartered Company to those whom it wished particularly 
to reward or to entice. 19 

The position in Matabeleland was at once more straightforward, yet equally 
complicated. It was more straightforward since the available rights to land 
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exceeded the demand for land for some years after the occupation. The 
Chartered Company had used a right to a 3 ooo morgen farm as one induce­
ment to settlers in Mashonaland and to others specially recruited in the South 
to serve as volunteers in its forces in 1 893 on the invasion of Matabeleland. 20 
By 1 899, the Chartered Company had recognised 948 'Victoria Agreement' 
rights, although 42 had not yet been used to obtain a farm. By that date also 
56 special grants had been assigned, apart from a number of special rights and 
an additional 78 rights to 1 00 acres of land awarded to 'non-whites' who had 
accompanied the invading forces in 1 893.21 

The Chartered Company's policy on land alienation became more restrictive 
from 1 894. In June, one syndicate in Mashonaland forfeited the farms granted 
to it because it had failed to comply with a requirement to occupy its farms, 
amongst other reasons.22 In August, the holder of a pioneer farm was threat­
ened with forfeiture unless he paid the amounts he owed for quit-rent and for 
survey and other fees. 23 In September, an award of 1 2  farms each of 1 500 
morgen to some Afrikaners a month earlier was rescinded, apparently be­
cause the Chartered Company felt that it had been tricked.24 In that month 
also, the Chartered Company realised that it was likely to experience difficulty 
in providing land in Matabeleland in the quantity required to honour its com­
mitments to its volunteers under the terms of the Victoria Agreement. 25 Against 
this background it is not surprising that it sought counsel's advice on its power 
to expropriate land while insisting that companies outside Matabeleland 
should meet their obligations by beneficially occupying all the farms to which 
they held title.26 However, it was only in December 1 896, as African resistance 
began to be overcome, that individuals began to be stripped of title to land 
which they once occupied because of a failure to continue to do so.27 Shortly 
after confirmation that forfeiture of land for such cause would be insisted 
upon,28 and as railway construction began to make exploitation of the land 
more feasible, pressure began to be exerted upon companies. 29 By April 1 898, 
all landholders who were required to occupy land beneficially had been 
reminded of their obligation to do so.30 This did not prove to be the prelude to 
vigorous action to cause companies to disgorge land which they were not 
using, for the Chartered Company in 1 900 made provision for the beneficial 
occupation clause to be struck out either following occupation for a term of 
three years or through payment of a fine for non-compliance for ten years.31 
However, Its actions did induce companies to begin to exploit their holdings 
from 1 90 1 ,  to the extent to which that was possible. 

The extent to which land was available to any white in Rhodesia clearly varied. 
It could be obtained generally in Matabeleland only by those who had served 
the Chartered Company in the 1 893 invasion or by those who were prepared 

1 33 



to purchase a volunteer's right. In the remainder of the territory, land was 
readily available until 1 894 so that even indigents might hope to acquire title. 32 

The position then changed because the Chartered Company was either unable 
or unwilling to make land freely available. From mid-1894 therefore, an individ­
ual with only limited resources was unlikely to acquire title. It follows that 
potential Rhodesian progenitors of poor whites could acquire land only within 
the period between September 1 891 and c. June 1894, largely outside Mata­
beleland. However, the Chartered Company's inability or unwillingness to 
provide land also stimulated activity-by individuals and companies wanting 
land to secure title by acquiring existing rights.33 Since the earliest official 
statement of actual land holdings dates only from c. 1 900 and not from 1894, 
it follows that the number of farms secured by the poor cannot be determined 
accurately. 34 

What can be established is that individuals entitled to occupy land under 
Pioneer, Police, Victoria Agreement or civilian grants were unlikely to achieve 
title. Twenty-three out of 189 officers and men enrolled in the Pioneer Corps in 
1890 are known to have farmed in Rhodesia, but seven did so half-heartedly 
while one grew potatoes for a season as a squatter.35 One hundred and ninety 
five titles to farms had been obtained through the exercise of Police rights by 
1899: however, the entitlement of 499 ex-policemen had been cancelled by that 
date, largely because no attempt had been made to secure land. 36 At the end 
of December 1 893, no fewer than 156 men entitled to a farm in Matabeleland 
left in a single party for Johannesburg and, by 1 899, only 464 farms or rights 
out of the 948 original entitlements remained in the hands of individuals. 37 The 
wastage in respect of civilian grants in the eastern portion of the territory was 
equally high: large numbers had lapsed before the end of 1896 and, while 
individuals still held 456 such grants in 1899, no fewer that 576 in all had lapsed 
by that date. 38 

Individuals were clearly not very successful, if and when they sought to 
exercise their claims to land. Companies were more skilful, as their accumula­
tion of Victoria Agreement farms and rights in Matabeleland reveals. Elsewhere 
in Rhodesia, their title stemmed very largely from the special grants in vogue 
to 1894, which gave companies control of no less that 1 752 290 morgen, or 
the equivalent of 1 168 standard 1 500-morgen farms. Companies had also 
secured 127 farms subject to Pioneer, Police or civilian terms, together with 
rights to peg out a further 104 Pioneer farms. 39 Thus, one outstanding charac­
teristic of alienated land in Rhodesia even in the 1890s was that It was more 
likely to be owned by a company than by an individual. 

This was the case because, notwithstanding the lack of adequate markets, 
many individuals who had access to land were either uninterested in seizing 
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any opportunity presented to them or judged themselves unlikely to succeed 
since they lacked capital. Most members of the Pioneer Corps either lacked 
an appropriate rural background, or were townsmen.40 Most ex-policemen 
were also townsmen. Both groups lacked the means to survive merely by 
'farming'.41 Some pioneers and some ex-policemen participated in the 1 893 
invasion of Matabeleland, in which it was said that some 650 Rhodesian 
settlers were involved. Those settlers who became casualties had little connec­
tion with the land.42 Those volunteers specially recruited came largely from 
Johannesburg.43 Thus, the 1893 volunteers were no more capable of settling 
on the land than the majority of the members of the Pioneer Corps or the 
Chartered Company's military police had been. Indeed, the most likely group 
of settlers to succeed on the land before the 1 896 crisis were those who sought 
or acquired civilian grants: at least they wanted to live on the land. Even among 
this group, more men failed than won through: mere commitment was not 
enough. 44 Some people who possessed capital or who had access to it were 
building up farms by June 1896.45 Others, including the 108 Afrikaner single 
men and heads of households who attempted to settle in Gazaland, had 
enough enthusiasm to survive for a while �ractising subsistence cultivation, 
but they lacked the resources to do more.4 

Subsistence cultivation was all most whites engaged in throughout the 1 890s, 
for 'farming' customarily meant no more than this, with the exceptions merely 
proving the rule.47 A 'farm' was but an area of land, about 1 500 morgen in 
extent, with some buildings upon it, with five acres broken to the plough, and 
with an even smaller area actually under crops. 48 To satisfy the demands of the 
Chartered Company that a 'farm' should be occupied, it was necessary for a 
white to l ive on the land. To this end, whites began to physically occupy 'farms' 
from the beginning of the 1 891/92 season.49 Sometimes a man was expected 
to labour for nothing, euphemistically described as working for his own 
benefit. 50 More commonly, an Afrikaner might be engaged for £3  a month, 
presumably on the assumption that, as a rural South African he would have 
some ability to break the soil.51 The end result was that the average area 
cultivated on each 'farm' was minute, whether those who worked the land did 
so to secure it for themselves or for their employers. Thus, in the first quarter 
of 1 895, about six acres was being cultivated on each of 150 occupied farms 
in the Bulawayo magisterial district, an average which fell by half an acre on 
the seventeen farms in the Fort Victoria district. 52 Two years later, the Afrikaner 
families around Melsetter on the eastern frontier were more energetic, each 
family cultivating about ten acres.53 Afrikaners around lnyanga to the north 
went to the other extreme, for at the end of the decade they lived on 'farms' 
which lacked fields and livestock. These people lived by hunting augmented 
by whatever else came up. 54 Other whites did the same, 'being by turns farmer, 
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transport rider, trader, or labourer'55 
- a cycle of activity which was to be 

repeated by others until 1914 at least.56 

White subsistence cultivation continued unabated until railway construction 
first facilitated the development of mining and then combined with mining to 
open up a more viable internal market for farmers, while at the same time giving 
them access eventually to external markets. A territorial railway network was 
established between November 1897 and June 1904.57 The completion of the 
line to Bulawayo allowed gold production to expand in Matabeleland and, in 
the first full year after that event, production exceeded £125 000, no less than 
six times the value of all white-produced gold to 31 March 1898. The gold 
returns increased yearly thereafter, surpassing £1 million in 1905, £2 million in 
1907 and £3 million in 1914, in part because of the rapid growth in the number 
of small workers after 1903. 58 The response in the agricultural sector was less 
pronounced. The number of whites engaging in agriculture rose from 1 029 in 
1904 to 1 17 4 in 1907, when such individuals formed 8, 17 and 8,38 per cent 
respectively of all white adults.59 The Chartered Company then adjusted its 
agricultural policies.60 The changes made soon bore fruit, for livestock hold­
ings increased, maize farming expanded, a European export market for maize 
emerged in 1909, and tobacco became a viable crop by 1910.61 By 1911, white 
adults engaging in agriculture formed 13,27 percent of the white population, a 
figure which rose to 18,38 per cent in 1921 when 3 626 agricultural income 
earners were involved.62 

The movement of whites onto the land which began to manifest itself between 
1907 and 1911 reflected the commercialisation of agriculture, which was 
becoming increasingly obvious from 1909. From that point onwards, the 
emergence of a South Africa-style poor white problem was inevitable once 
whites were forced to compete against blacks, after the less capable rural 
whites had been forced off the land. Fear of an imminent poor white problem 
on South African lines began to be voiced as World War I broke out.63 The 
problem did not materialise because of the disruption caused by the war and 
its aftermath. 64 So it transpired that it was not until the world depression of the 
1 930s that blacks and whites came into direct and unconcealed competition 
in a manner apparently conforming to South African precedents. They did so 
because economic conditions restricted opportunities for everyone at a time 
when an increasin� number of blacks were ceasing to be relatively inefficient 
migrant workers. 6 Some blacks had acquire sufficient skills to be able to 
retain their position as permanent urban workers even as the depression 
deepened. The existence of this group, numbering at least 455 adult males, 
ensured that whites who lacked any skills would be forced into direct compe-
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titian with unskilled blacks and so become identifiable as poor white unem­
ployables. 66 

The l imited value of the South African model 

All the prerequisites for economic conflict between blacks and displaced 
whites appeared to be met in Rhodesia in 1933. Therefore a poor white 
problem on the South African model materialised - at least superficially - in 
that year. When it did so, it generated three distinct responses. Fir:st, a Police 
Cadet Corps was established in the financial year 1933/34 to absorb unem­
ployed white youths. 67 Second, other whites were set to work on the roads, 
out of which evolved the initial three years' programme to lay bitumen strips 
on territorial main roads.68 Finally, to the long-term political detriment of the 
territory, wide-ranging additional legal obstacles· to black enterprise were 
legislated.69 

A minute but actual poor white problem in Rhodesia manifested itself against 
a background which in five respects resembled that against which the South 
African problem had developed. In the early years of settlement, land was 
accessible to all. Subsistence agriculture was practised widely. Land did pass 
into company hands. The commercialisation of agriculture was related to the 
development of the mining industry. Whites did come into economic conflict 
even with migrant black labourers. Only one South African feature was not 
replicated. In South Africa, whites moved off the land until by 1921 they had 
ceased to be primarily dependent u�on it. In Rhodesia, whites moved onto the 
land, and were to continue to do so, 0 without agriculturally-based whites ever 
becoming the dominant group numerically.71 

This is so marked a difference that it is necessary to reconsider the five 
respects in which the Rhodesian experience of the poor white problem appar­
ently repeated that of South Africa. When this is done, four 'similarities' are 
transmuted. First, land was accessible to all whites initially only in Mashona­
land, Manicaland and Gazaland for but four short years, during which it was 
not of all-consuming interest to many whites: in Matabeleland, land was 
accessible to individuals without purchase only in consequence of participa­
tion in the 1 893 campaign. Second, land which was accessible to whites began 
to pass into company hands as soon as it became available and not forty or 
so years after the treks, which had been the case in the Transvaal.72 Third, 
mining was not the stimulus to capitalist agriculture in Rhodesia that it had 
been in South Africa. There, mining stimulated capitalist agriculture before the 
railway system developed. In Rhodesia, mining itself did not develop until the 
railway reached Bulawayo, while the expansion of mining and the develop-
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ment of capitalist agriculture took place only after the Chartered Company 
amended its policies in 1 903 and 1 907. Fourth, it was the urbanised black who 
provided the catalyst in the chain of circumstances which forced the existence 
of a Rhodesian poor white problem to be recognised in 1933, whereas it was 
the migrant black labourer who lay at the heart of the South African problem 
at the turn of the century. Thus, Rhodesia's historical experience resembled 
that of South Africa closely only in that white agriculture in newly settled areas 
for many years involved primarily subsistence cultivation: otherwise, Rhode­
sia's experience differed, specifically because whites continued to move onto 
the land into the 1920s. 73 

Whites did so in part in the early 1 890s because the Chartered Company not 
only made land readily available to all whites under minimal restrictions but 
also publicised its willingness to do so.74 In addition, it helped potential settlers 
to reach the settlement areas and to maintain themselves there. The Van der 
Byl trekkers at Marandellas received considerable financial support.75 The 
Moodie trekkers at Fort Victoria were given three months' rations, land and a 
rifle to help them on their way to Gazaland.76 The Somerset East trek was 
assisted from its inception.77 More significantly, the members of the Pioneer 
Column were paid to enter Mashonaland;78 the Chartered Company's police 
were paid to serve there and in Manicaland, while the invasion of Matabeleland 
was carried out by what amounted to three company-sponsored super-treks. 
Thus, many actual and potential white settlers were at least partially subsidised 
by the Chartered Company into 1 894. 

The Chartered Company assisted white immigrants notwithstanding its own 
financial weakness. When it was launched, it had a mere £250 000 available to 
it.79 Despite calling up capital outstanding on partially paid-up shares, the 
Chartered Company required considerable financial assistance from Consoli­
dated Goldfields, De Beers, Beit, and Rhodes by February 1 892.80 The finan­
cial weakness meant that money alone could not be expended to induce 
whites to do what the Chartered Company required of them. The company's 
only other available and expendable asset was land. Therefore, as the Char­
tered Company's financial crisis deepened, so land was disposed of ever more 
rapidly to whites, to such an extent that no more accessible land was available 
to the company by 1 896.8 1 

The reason why the Chartered Company was so ready to dispose of land while 
spending what amounted to other people's money was simple. It expected to 
profit from gold-mining. To this end, it framed its mining law so as to allow it, 
on the flotation of any mining company, to receive shares without payment 
equivalent to half the value of the mining assets of the company concerned.82 

Earlier, the BSAC's police had been brought into being to support the Pioneer 
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Hans Shrader, prospector in the Victoria gold district, 1893. He travelled alone with his donkey which 
carried all his worldly possessions, and used to try and link up with a wagon at night for protection 
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Column, which itself existed to support the fourteen prospectors who accom­
panied it.83 Later, on the invasion of Matabeleland, the invading columns were 
followed by prospectors, whose number soon proliferated.84 They continued 
to do so, even after the Chartered Company's belief in the large scale revenue­
generating potential of gold mining was destroyed by John Hays Hammond's 
report of 5 November 1 894 on the industry's prospects throughout the terri­
tory.as 

The Chartered Company in effect gambled land against anticipated imminent 
profits from gold-mining. To enable ore-bodies to be sought out and mines to 
be brought into production, whites had to be induced to occupy Mashonaland 
and Manicaland, then consolidate the company's claims in Gazaland, and 
finally seize Matabeleland. Since the company could not offer much in the way 
of financial inducements, it proffered land to whites to enable it to achieve its 
preliminary and associated subsidiary objectives. These subsidiary objectives 
included creating a white community which would be prepared to assist white 
capitalists to develop and exploit gold mines. To this end, white farmers were 
necessary, although white agriculture was but one of the sectors which had to 
be created in order to satisfy potential mining needs. Clearly, the Chartered 
Company did not require, and so did not set out to create, a predominantly 
agricultural white-dominated colonial state. 

It is not apparent that any systematic attempt was made to create any 
particular form of colonial state. Half a century after the event Frank Johnson, 
the contractor who recruited and led the Pioneer Column in 1 890, claimed that 
his task had been to deposit at Salisbury an embryonic civilian community 
including not only farmers and miners but also professional men, such as 
clergymen, doctors and lawyers, and tradesmen, namely a butcher, baker, 
tailor, blacksmith, and others of that ilk.86 As the men of the Pioneer Column 
were discharged on 30 September 1890, so a civil administration came into 
being on 1 October 1 890. It consisted at first only of an administrator having 
under him, apart from the members of the large military police force, three 
clerks and, more remarkably, two registrars of mining claims, one registrar 
doubling as postmaster.87 These civil servants were joined in due course by 
mining commissioners, justices of the peace, district surgeons and field 
cornets.88 The field cornets controlled the able-bodied men who, as burghers, 
were liable to serve in defence of the company's territory. The burghers were 
regarded in November 1 892 as having the potential to support, through their 
own liability to military service, 'about 500 men trained to arms' and enrolled 
in the Volunteer Force. That body had been created earlier in 1 892 to assume 
primary responsibility for the defence of the territory because, the Chartered 
Company maintained, circumstances had permitted the large military police 
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force to be replaced by a much smaller and purely civil one.89 Already in 
August 1891 the colonial state had imposed fees and licences upon auction­
eers, chemists, bakers, billiard table keepers, general dealers, pawnbrokers, 
advocates, dentists and hawkers, amongst others, while on 1 October 1891 
the first proceedings in a civil court had taken place.90 Thus, an apparently 
normal and possibly balanced civil community seemed to exist when some 
whites began to farm late in 1891. 

'Farming' at that time, however, was a euphemism for subsistence cultivation 
when practised by whites.91 It is not surprising, therefore, that the component 
parts of the small white community were not necessarily what they were made 
out to be in the early 1890s. Johnson's butcher was a failed solicitor's clerk. 92 
The smaller civil force did not replace the large military police contingent 
because circumstances permitted the substitution, but because the Chartered 
Company's mounting financial difficulties demanded it.93 The Mashonaland 
Horse, which then became the lynch-pin of the company's defence force, was 
neither well-equipped nor thoroughly efficient for, while it did acquire some 
horses, it consisted of men attracted by free whisky who were generally 
unwilling to parade.94 

Thus, the existence of mining commissioners and district surgeons or provi­
sion for the imposition of all the usual fees and licenses should not be taken to 
imply that a balanced white community necessarily was springing to life. 

The white community was in fact distinctly abnormal, especially in the early 
1890s, because of the high proportion of white males recruited to keep arms. 
Rhodes indicated that there were about 1 500 whites in the territory c. Septem­
ber 1893, most of whom had been there for less than two years. 95 In November 
1891, the population of Salisbury was estimated to include between 230 and 
250 whites, while a hundred or so others were said to be either in Fort Victoria 
or on the goldfields near that centre. 96 Others were prospecting around Umtali 
and Hartley Hills, and in the Lomagundi district. On 16 April 1891, there were 
595 military policemen in the territory under the Chartered Company's con­
trol.97 Thus, it is more than probable that one in every two whites was a 
policeman in the early dry season of 1891. Seven years later, the white 
population was more normal, for then only one white in every thirteen was a 
policeman, a position which in part reflected the advent of the railways. 98 

The small number of whites, combined with the peculiar features of the 
community they formed, presented the Chartered Company with a problem. 
T his became obvious from August 1891, when the Chartered Company began 
to disband the military police force. The background to the company's prob­
lem was simple. It needed sufficient whites under its control to sustain the 
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illusion that It was administering an economically viable and settled territory. 
The illusion was projected in part through the Reports on the company's 
proceedings and in the Directors' report and accounts, documents requiring 
some facts to give credence to their propaganda content. Whites had to create 
these facts by taking out licences to trade or to prospect, just as they had to 
fall ill in order to be treated by the district surgeons. Also, they had to do these 
and other things so as to appear to be engaging in sufficient economic activity 
to imply that they were willing and able to support mining operations. Thus, the 
Chartered Company needed enough -suitable whites in Rhodesia. The root 
cause of Its problem was equally simple: the economy was stagnant. 99 It could 
not offer alternative employment to and so support the 550 policemen whom 
the Chartered Company discharged. 100 The problem that the company faced 
was that the territory would acquire what the Chartered Company did not 
need, if the company merely discharged men locally who could not be 
absorbed into the territorial economy; and what the company did not need was 
too many unemployable, and therefore unsuitable, whites. To eliminate the 
problem late in 1891 and early in 1892, the Chartered Company had no choice 
but to encourage as many men as possible to leave for the South, while 
providing rations for those who would not or could not leave. 1 0 1  

The necessity for the illusion stemmed from the condition of the economy in 
1891, which determined how the Chartered Company treated indigent whites. 
The company's treatment of such whites was bound to change once the 
territorial economy began to gather some momentum. In practice, it could not 
gather much momentum until railway construction resolved the transportation 
problem. It followed that the 1891 solution of encouraging superfluous men to 
leave was adopted in 1 893 to return unwanted volunteers from Bulawayo to 
Johannesburg, just as useless white civilians were removed from Bulawayo in 
August 1896 and troopers were marched back to the South for discharge in 
October 1896 as military campaigning petered out.1 02 Once railways arrived 
and whites began to flow into the territory, the Chartered Company sought at 
first to provide relief to indigents by offering them either work in public parks 
at five shillings a day or a free pass to travel back to the South. 1 03 However, at 
the end of 1898, the company resolved to cease offering passes and to pay 
indigents only four shillings a day, the minimum daily sum required to keep a 
white alive, in the hope that such men would leave the territory of their own 
volition and, by their suffering, presumably discourage others from venturing 
up from Johannesburg.104 In association with the gradual expansion of the 
economy from the early years of this century, the policy succeeded until the 
worldwide depression struck. It was necessary to assist the unemployed while 
communications with the South were cut during the South African War, but the 
Chartered Company assisted only those likely to reciprocate by assisting It in 
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the future. These included men with some capital wanting to farm, or youths 
prepared to meet some of the costs of teaching them to do so. 1 05 

Rumblings of discontent 

The Chartered Company manipulated whites by encouraging some to enter 
the territory and others to leave it. However, its power to manipulate was 
qualified since it had to accommodate those whites whose presence was 
necessary by alleviating their fears and concerns to the best of its ability. Four 
interlocking cases in 1 891 occurred which forced the BSAC to confront the 
problems associated with the particular composition of the white settler popu­
lation. 

As early as July 1 891 whites in Rhodesia began to express concern about the 
adequacy of food supplies. In September 200 whites assembled in Salisbury 
and formed a vigilance committee which protested against the high cost and 
scarcity of imported foodstuffs. 1 06 The Chartered Company responded by 
committing itself to hurrying food supplies forward from Tuii. 1 07 Some relief 
was achieved at the end of October, when the Chartered Company announced 
the prices at which it was prepared to make a range of supplies available to the 
public at its commissariat stores. 1 08  By December, the crisis had been sur­
mounted; foodstuffs were available in wholesale quantities and, by mid­
January 1 892 at the latest, one independent retailer was offering a range of 
supplies at competitive prices. 109 

Concern about food supplies was aggravated by the declining economic 
fortunes of whites. In September 1 891 whites in Salisbury became aware that 
one policeman in three was going to be discharged, and consequently one 
white in six would be thrown out of employment at a time when the economy 
was already stagnant. 1 1 0 As if this was not bad enough, more and more 
policemen were discharged as the ability of whites to support themselves 
began to be challenged by 'non-whites', generating two further crises. 1 1 1  On 
3 November 1 891 William Mbenya, a Colonial African, was paid £1 o in respect 
of a public works and building contract while, within another four days, Asians 
began selling vegetables which some whites were. merely growing. 1 1 2 The 
payment to William Mbenya led to a petition of protest signed by sixty whites 
being submitted to the Chartered Company, which responded by announcing 
that no similar contracts would be awarded to blacks in future. 1 1 3 The 
vegetable sales caused the newly elected Sanitary Board, believing itself to be 
a board of management and behaving like a municipal board, to resolve that 
the Chartered Company be invited to impose hawkers' licences on Asian 
market-gardeners. In the event, all that happened to Asians at this stage was 
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that they, and others, were required to sell vegetables at the market which the 
Sanitary Board had approved as it sought l icencing. 1 1 4 However, as oppor­
tunities for commercial enterprise increased, the Chartered Company was 
moving to restrict black economic activity: on 22 February 1 891 , a Registrar of 
Natives was appointed who, two weeks later, had recorded the terms of service 
of some 500 blacks engaged to work for wages within the Sanity Board area 
while, by the end of March, some blacks had been forced to l ive in a location 
and pay for accommodation there. 1 1 5 

The existence of the location determined the white response to the second 
Asian chal lenge, which was delivered when 'Sawery Nyajani' purchased a 
stand in Salisbury on 1 1  August 1 891 . 1 1 6 An immediate press campaign began 
for the 'business-l ike treatment' of two issues by the Sanitary Board : the Pound 
laws and the locating of 'non-whites' . 1 1 7 The Sanitary Board appointed a 
sub-committee which reported only on the question of locating Africans and ,  
when it d id so, an  attempt was made under the leadership of H. J .  Deary to 
extend its recommendations so as to include Asians. 1 1 8 After an initial suc­
cess, whites had to give way in face of the rights which Asians enjoyed as 
British subjects. 1 1 9 

The issue of the Asian threat next arose at Bulawayo when the impending 
election of Sidney Redrup and two other popular representatives to the 
Sanitary Board in May 1 894 was discussed in terms of the need to locate 
'non-whites' . 120 Within days of the election, a sub-committee had 'fixed upon 
suitable sites for the Native and Coolie locations, Slaughter Poles, and Night­
soil and Rubbish Deposit sites, about a mile to the N.W. of the N.W. corner of 
the new Township . . .  ' . 1 21 Nine months later there were about twenty huts in the 
Bulawayo Asian Location, a measure of success which encouraged the Salis­
bury Sanitary Board to try again. 1 22 That board soon discovered that, whether 
they l iked it or not, white residents and workers had to associate with and 
compete against Muslims, H indus, Goans, Cape coloureds, and Chinese, who 
could not be confined and controlled l ike Africans. 1 23 

Even before the attempt to legislate against Asian residential use of town 
stands had failed in Salisbury, the local Chamber of Commerce under Deary's 
leadership attempted to mobilise the Bulawayo Chamber and the Sanitary 
Boards at Umtal i and Victoria in a campaign against the entry of Asian traders 
into the territory. This developed into a demand to prevent Hindus trading at 
al l ,  an issue which was d iscussed by the Administrator-in-Council on 1 9  
February 1 895, when the demand was rejected. Deary and the Salisbury 
Chamber pursued the matter, while a newspaper suggested that the expedient 
of refusing to issue l icenses to Asians should be adopted. 1 24 An official at 
Bulawayo so refused. An Asian took legal action and, because there was no 
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law to prevent him from doing so, received a general dealer's l icence with 
Judge Vintcent's blessing. 1 25 

There the matter rested while blacks attracted white attention until April 1 897, 
when Redrup once more raised the threat of 'the Asiatic parasite' to white 
pockets and health. 1 26  Redrup's cry was echoed in Salisbury in 1 898, and 
taken up in Umtali, where violent demonstrations in January 1 899 led to a 
public declaration of Asian rights by the Chartered Company. 127 This was 
followed from the early 1 900s onwards by the adoption of more covert meth­
ods to restrict Asian activity, both by the Chartered Company and by whites at 
large. 1 28 

The white campaign against 'non-whites' was an on-going one which focused 
on different race and class enemies over time. This is most clearly revealed by 
white attacks on Asians. At first, in November 1 891 and in August 1 892, Asians 
were regarded as a threat to all whites. The first Rhodesian Asians were former 
indentured workers, or free Indians, from Natal who lacked resources but who 
might accumulate some by hard work, as Savery Nyajani, otherwise known as 
Charley, must have done in order to pay £25 for his stand in Salisbury. 1 29  

Whites with no resources and those with limited resources feared any Asian 
who might compete, even in a hostile environment from which some free 
Indians deliberately withdrew. 1 30  The assaults led by Redrup and Deary from 
1 894 were fundamentally d ifferent. Redrup was a general merchant who 
claimed in March 1 894 to have 'absolutely the finest and largest stock in 
Matabeleland' . 13 1  Deary was associated at various times with the Tuli Trading 
Association; with a company in his own name; with Hill and Padden; and with 
the Scottish African Corporation, generally doing business involving anything 
and everything at Salisbury, Umtali and Victoria. 1 32 Redrup and Deary's con­
cern was not the free Indian but the passenger Ind ian, who from 1 894 was 
beginning to move into the territory, who had trading skills and financial 
resources, and who was the primary target of the I mmigration Restriction 
Ordinance, 1 903. 1 33  

This ordinance, once proclaimed, was only one aspect of a renewed anti-Asian 
campaign. Another was the directive issued on 1 6  February 1 904 by the 
Treasurer to the Civil Commissioner at Victoria, instructing him not to renew 
leases for trading sites held by Asians. 1 34  The renewed crusade in effect 
involved the Chartered Company in a somewhat indirect attempt to achieve in 
1 904 what it had declined to do in 1 895: deny entry into the territory to any 
further Asians while refusing trading licenses to those already there. However, 
such activity d id not reflect a sudden desire on the part of the Chartered 
Company to appease those settlers whose co-operation it required so much 
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as its willingness to act provided it did not offend the British imperial auth­
orities, whose legal surrogate it was and whom it had to appease also. 

Changing position of the Colonial Office 

The position of Asians became increasingly threatened in 1904 as the result of 
changing constitutional arrangements. In 1904, the Colonial Office was re­
sponsible for the Transvaal, whereas in 1 895 the Transvaal was an independent 
country, the Zuid-Afrikaansche Repubiiek (ZAR) . This status had allowed the 
Transvaal authorities to discriminate against British Indians in terms of the 
Transvaal's Law 3 of 1 885 as amended, while that legislation and Indian court 
challenges to it between 1 888 and 1 898 reguired the Colonial Office to appear 
to be supportive of British I ndian rights. 1 3  The occupation of the Transvaal, 
however, made British officials responsible for the administration of the Repub­
lic's laws and so caused them to cease to be supportive of British Indian's 
rights, especially since these British officials applied Law 3 to Asians from May 
1901 at the latest. Thus, the Chartered Company had become free to respond 
to its settlers' wishes, particularly as the Law itself was not challenged success­
fully in the Transvaal until well after the anti-Asian campaign in Rhodesia had 
been renewed.136 

The Chartered Company had been unable to  act freely i n  the 1 890s because 
its activities were subject to the scrutiny of the High Commissioner in Cape 
Town. The High Commissioner was responsible for the execution of British 
policy in and towards the South African territories also. He had been imple­
menting the Colonial Office's wishes in respect to portions of the Chartered 
Company's sphere of operations in 1 888 before that body came into being. He 
became responsible formally for the Chartered Company's sphere of oper­
ations not later than April 1 891 . 1 37 In consequence, Colonial Office officials in 
London and the High Commissioner in Cape Town habitually viewed Rhode­
sian issues from a South African perspective. It followed that any legislation 
applicable to 'non-whites' in Rhodesia had to conform to imperial needs in the 
South African territories. In the light of the position in the Transvaal, those 
needs in the 1 890s demanded that the only legal discrimination permissible 
against Asians in Rhodesia should be qualified ones governing access to 
liquor and to arms and ammunition, not residential stands, trading sites, or 
licenses to trade.1 38  British imperial priorities equally allowed more vigorous 
action being taken against Africans, for the Chartered Company was permitted 
to impose any restrictions it wished upon their access to liquor, arms and 
ammunition, while allowing it to discriminate in other instances where the 
Secretary of State saw 'fit to authorise an Ordinance or Regulation' .139 Thus it 
was that Africans generally, but not Asians, might be confined to urban 
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locations with British imperial approval, for the action taken against them from 
March 1 892 did not require the High Commissioner to pursue diametrically 
opposed policies in the different regions within his charge. 1 40  

Otherwise, the British imperial authorities were content to publish platitudes 
about allegedly 'traditional' African religious observances, laws and cus­
toms 1 4 1  while making minimal gestures towards the protection of the interests 
of those Africans held to be discarding 'traditional' ways. 1 42 

Recognition of the nature of British imperial interest in the treatment of 'non­
whites' in Rhodesia makes it possible to assess the significance of the four 
crises which developed in Salisbury in 1 891 , initially in isolation and in local 
terms. 

The significance of the first crisis over food supplies which began to develop 
from July 1 891 was that the Chartered Company had to respond to white 
pressure. Thus, white residents exerted some political power through the 
mechanism of a mass meeting eight years before a Legislative Council met. 

The Chartered Company aspired to be a commercial enterprise, not an 
unemployment philanthropic body. When, therefore, in August 1 891 a second 
crisis (this time over unemployment) developed, the company responded in 
terms of its own needs. The local territorial economy was manifestly incapable 
of supporting a large number of potentially indigent whites. 1 43 The company's 
self-interest demanded their removal if it was to maintain an illusion of growth 
and prosperity. Military policemen were consequently discharged and encour­
aged to leave for Taung in British Bechuanaland. Self-interest motivated the 
Chartered Company to behave in the same way in 1 893 and in 1 896, and to a 
more limited extent early in 1 898. It then amended its policy, on the assumption 
that the limitations on the assistance offered to ind igents from Johannesburg 
would force men who would be regarded as poor whites in that city to return 
to it. The Chartered Company as an administrative entity, responsible for an 
emerging colonial territory with a primarily subsistence economy and an 
extremely limited 'modern' or capitalist sector, and mindful also of its own 
commercial interests, repeatedly treated white indigents as an exRortable 
problem in a society where whites were overwhelmingly immigrants. 44 

The black economic challenge of November 1 891 which generated the third 
crisis confirmed that whites exercised some political power virtually from the 
inception of the colonial state, in this instance initially through petitioning and 
subsequently through the activities of sanitary boards. The specific signific­
ance of the black challenge, however, was that it exposed the lack of British 
imperial interest in the well-being of most blacks. 1 45 
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The Asian economic challenge, delivered a few days later, provoked a fourth 
crisis which revealed that white demands might not always be gratified, for the 
Chartered Company had to conform to British imperial policy requirements. 
These were conditioned by changing British needs in the South African 
territories, so that British policy towards Asians in Rhodesia varied as British 
responsibilities in the Transvaal altered. Neither was the Asian economic 
challenge itself immutable for, by 1 894, it was maintained by passenger Indians 
who imperilled the prosperity of white merchants, rather than by free Indians 
threatening the well-being of many more financially insecure whites. 

The four crises clearly have a wider significance. The Chartered Company's 
response to the employment crisis merits attention on four counts. First, it 
suggests that any emerging colonial state had to protect an embryonic capi­
talist sector in any territory where subsistence cultivation was the primary 
economic activity. Second, it implies that no poor white problem of any 
significance existed outside of South Africa in the 1930s, also in part because 
white indigents might be re-exported from African territories having small white 
immigrant communities. 1 46 Third, this in turn indicates that South Africa had a 
poor white problem in part because it could not either successfully or continu­
ously export indigent whites from what amounted to an indigenous white 
community. 1 47 Fourth, the reason why South Africa could not dispose of its 
indigents reflected one which impelled the Chartered Company to do so: the 
zone of white settlement in Rhodesia was far beyond the South African frontier, 
however, much that frontier may or may not have been a rolling one within 
South Africa. 1 48 

The crises over food supply and the 'non-white' economic challenges share 
one common characteristic: the ability of resident whites to exert political 
pressure upon the Chartered Company. In general terms, the recurrent feature 
implies that whites not employed by governments but resident in embryonic 
colonial states exerted political power beyond that merited by either their 
numbers or their economic activity. In light of South African conditions, it 
suggests that displaced 'bywoners' who could not leave the Transvaal became 
poor whites in part because they could not exert any political influence, at least 
not until the introduction of Responsible Government in the Transvaal Colony 
attracted Het Yolk's attention to their plight. 1 49 

It is, however, the cumulative effect of all four crises upon resident whites in 
Rhodesia late in 1891 that is of particular significance, in part because the pride 
with which they first faced the food crisis was soon eroded and destroyed. 
Whites did not expect to be fed for nothing when they demanded an adequate 
supply of imported foodstuffs at reasonable cost early in September. 150 After 
the employment crisis deepened and half the military police force or a quarter 
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of the white population had been thrown out of work by November, many 
whites faced a threat of imminent destitution as all became aware of develo­
ping 'non-white' competition. The threat of destitution became a reality for 
some whites when the Chartered Company finally disbanded its military police 
force on 31  December 1 891 and threw some 250 men out of work, for it only 
provided free rations for four months to men who would not or could not leave 
the territory. 1 5 1  Thus, whites moved against blacks and Asians initially when 
they faced destitution, while subsequently burdens were placed upon blacks 
as some whites began to experience actual destitution. 

The controls placed upon blacks at Salisbury in February and March 1 892 
were not relaxed for generations: rather, they were reinforced and extended. 
The appointment of an Inspector of Native Locations in every area falling under 
the Cape Village Management Act of 1 881 was authorised in October 1 893. 1 52 

Bulawayo acquired a legally regulated Black location in January 1 895. 1 53  The 
registration and pass system already in vogue in Salisbury was extended to 
Bulawayo, Umtali, Victoria, and Gwelo in February 1896 by the Registration of 
Natives Regulations 1895. 1 54  These were replaced in November 1902 by the 
Natives Registration Ordinance 1901, which applied the measures to Enkel­
doorn also. 1 55 Then in June 1904 a notable step was taken when the Native 
Pass Ordinance 1902 went into effect, extending the registration and pass 
system to all black males throughout the territory, albeit while allowing the 
British imperial authorities to pay lip-service to the protection of atraditional 
blacks through the provision made for some to receive certificates of exemp­
tion from the pass provisions. 156 Thereafter, the legislation controlling blacks 
was consolidated or amended on numerous occasions until the Natives 
Registration Ordinance 1901 was replaced by the Natives Registration Act 
1936. 1 57 Thus the threat of destitution which faced most whites in November 
1 891 and the actual destitution of some whites from January 1 892 generated 
legislation which discriminated immediately against urban blacks and sub­
sequently against rural blacks. These measures were maintained and further 
extended into and beyond the 1930s. 158 

The maintenance of legal burdens inhibiting the ability of blacks to compete 
against whites implies that the black economic threat was a continuing one 
from November 1 891 onwards. 1 59 From this perspective, the Great Depress­
ion in the early 1930s merely accentuated an existing crisis and provoked a 
customary response: the consolidation or extension of existing legislation. 
There was some legislation in a new field, responding to newly £erceived 
threats. One was that by black maize producers to white farmers. 1 It led to 
protection being extended to white farmers, initially over maize and then over 
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a wider field, after the existence of a group of poor whites had been acknow­
ledged. 1 61 

Conclusion 

Recognition of the existence of Rhodesian poor whites occurred as the 
colonial state passed legislation to protect white farmers and white industrial 
workers. This coincidence of events has caused discussion of the poor white 
problem in Rhodesia to be conducted�n South African terms. 1 62 It cannot be 
denied that some Rhodesian farmers may have become poor whites because 
they were unable to adjust to the requirements of commercial agriculture, even 
after obtaining access to land for next to nothing upon which to practise 
subsistence cultivation. Farmers who first obtained and then retained land in 
this way were few in number. The period during which whites might acquire 
land without purchasing it was extremely limited. Therefore, the group of 
whites in Rhodesia from among whom poor whites on the South African model 
might emerge was small. It follows that South African precedents are valid only 
in respect of this small and unrepresentative group which itself forms a small 
portion of the wider but still limited white farming community that had obtained 
access to land either by purchase or by managing it for others. 
Most whites in Rhodesia, even in the 1890s, laboured in towns and on mines, 
as they did in the 1930s. These non-agricultural whites had been protected 
continuously from black competition from February 1 892 onwards. Thus, the 
legislation passed in the 1930s amounted not to a radical new departure but 
rather to a consolidation or extension of legislation reaching back to 1 892. 
Measures were also taken in the 1930s because some whites faced destitution, 
which is why burdens were initially placed upon blacks in and after 1 892. 
Whites who faced destitution in the 1890s, as in the 1930s, were assisted by 
the colonial administration. Even in 1 892, this was in response to political 
pressure. Thus, in any discussion of the poor white problem at any time in 
Rhodesia, it is necessary to consider the impact upon whites of impending or 
actu.al destitution and white political response to perceived economic threats. 
South African precedents open up useful avenues of enquiry into the poor 
white problem in Rhodesia, even if subsequently the validity of most of the 
precedents must be discounted. This suggests that what needs to be done 
now is to look at the poor white problem in South Africa in the light of 
Rhodesian precedents, namely the response of non-agricultural whites to 
actual or threatened destitution and their ability or inability to exercise power 
and influence at all levels of government. 

1 50 



Chapter 9 

Education and Southern Rhodesia's 

poor whites, 1 890-1 930 

Bob Challiss 

A considerable percentage of children were receiving no education at 
all. It was exceedingly important in this country, where they had a black 
population and an inferior race side by side with them, that the white 
children should have some sort of education. They saw the results of the 
neglect of giving white children education in the Union at the present 
time. In the Union they had a considerable population known as poor 
whites - they were unemployed and unemployable. It was a penny wise 
and pound foolish policy for this country in any way to staNe the educa­
tion vote at present. They would only be laying up for themselves very 
great trouble in the future (B. I. Collings, MLC, 20 May 19 14. Southern 
Rhodesia, Debates in the Legislative Council. First Session of the Sixth 
Council, 15th to 17th April, 4th to 26th May, 8th to 10th June and 5th to 
22nd October, 1914, p. 455) . 

In 1897, the Administrator of Mashonaland bluntly outlined colonial policy for 
the region: 'Where white man and black man had to live side by side, it was 
necessary for every government to ensure the supremacy of the former.' 1 To 
achieve this aim, successive Southern Rhodesian governments relied on 
armed force, white settler privilege in the occupational structure of the territory 
and a racially segregated educational system which greatly favoured whites. 
Difficulties encountered in the implementation of this educational policy soon 
gave rise to fears about the emergence of a large class of poor whites. These 
fears exerted increasingly powerful influences on the nature of the white settler 
educational system by 1930, when it was at long last possible to enforce 
compulsory attendance at school of all white children between seven and 
fifteen years of age. 2 Largely as a result of the nature of this white settler 
educational system, it was necessary to impose constraints upon the educa­
tion of blacks which retarded their social, political and economic progress. 
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Educational policy, 1 890-1 930 

Thanks largely to the vigorous efforts made by the numerous Christian relig­
ious bodies that were encouraged by Rhodes to participate in the conquest 
and white settlement of Southern Rhodesia during the 1 890s, remarkably swift 
progress was made in the establishment of schools for all races in the territory. 
Under the Education Ordinances of 1 899 and 1903,  state expenditure was 
channelled almost entirely to schools under the management of the religious 
bodies. White settler education receivoo the lion's share of state aid.3 

Large contributions made by blacks to the public revenues of the territory 
promoted missionary criticism of the racial inequity of government expendi­
ture on education. However, in 1901 the superintending Inspector of Schools, 
George Duthie, defended the policy on the grounds that the education of 
blacks in the territory had been 'much more looked after than the education of 
whites' largely as a result of philanthropic endowment, mainly by overseas 
benefactors. Consequently, although the government was not 'against educat­
ing the natives' , it felt obliged to do as much as it could to assist with the 
education of whites. This was considered to be particularly necessary if further 
white immigration and the development of the territory was to be encouraged. 4 
Of course, when overseas philanthropic benefaction of black education dim­
inished particularly after the First World War, it became much clearer that white 
supremacism was the chief purpose of persistence with racially discriminatory 
public expenditure on education. 

Racially differentiated curricula also functioned to serve the white supremacist 
aim. Schools for whites were expected to offer primary and secondary courses 
directed at university entrance. Schools for coloureds and Asians had to place 
less emphasis on the academic side and greater attention to practical subjects 
like needlework, sewing and carpentry. As for black pupils, the small minority 
of them in attendance at schools where whites gave instruction could obtain 
an almost complete primary education, although the government encouraged 
instruction in spoken rather than written English. These pupils were also 
required to receive at least two hours of industrial training daily. It was to be a 
'simple' kind that could not result in competition with skilled white artisans, but 
which emphasised the inculcation of 'habits of discipline and cleanliness'. 
State aid was only granted to schools which fell into line with these expecta­
tions. The great majority of black pupils, however, attended single-teacher 
kraal schools where instruction by very elementarily educated black catechists 
was confined to the three R's in the vernacular.5 

In the first decade of the twentieth century news of the poor white problems of 
the Cape began prompting fears that, for want of adequate education, many 
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white settler children in Southern Rhodesia might become socially undesirable 
and politically dangerous. At that time only about 600 of the 1 406 white settler 
children aged between five and fifteen years attended schools.6 An important 
reason for this situation was that private bodies could no longer cater for the 
educational needs of a white settler population that had begun to change 
rather rapidly in its nature at the turn of the century. 

The rapidly changing nature of white settlement, 
1 890-1 930 

It became evident during the pioneer decade that Southern Rhodesia was not 
another Eldorado. Consequently, the Chartered Company (BSAC), anxious to 
obtain quick returns on its considerable investment, sold exclusive mineral 
concessions and extensive areas of land to large mining and development 
companies. When it became clear that these companies had acquired their 
assets mainly for speculative rather than development purposes, the BSAC 
began to pay greater attention to the stimulation of immigration of individual 
farmers, prospectors and small mining investors who were l ikely to get on with 
the job of exploiting the economic resources of the territory more rapidly. 7 

Although the majority of white settlers resided in towns during the pioneer 
decade, the new impetus given to immigration at the turn of the century, but 
particularly after the South African War had ended, soon resulted in a much 
greater proportion of white settlement in rural areas. The number of whites 
working on the territory's scattered mines rose from 949 in 1904 to 2 255 in 
1911 .  Similarly the white farmer population rose steadily. In 1 897, only 250 
farms were actually occupied. In 1904, the figure had risen to 900 farms and 
by 1914 to about 2 000.8 

By 1921 it was estimated that 27 per cent of the white working population was 
engaged in agriculture, whereas commerce accounted for 16 per cent, mining 
15 per cent, railways and communications 12 per cent, public services 12 per 
cent, industry 11 per cent, commercial services 4 per cent and the professions 
3 per cent.9 

Afrikaner 'apathy' about education 

The proliferation of white settler children on distant, widely dispersed mines 
and farms, and the roving nature of the population during the early years of 
rural white settlement, led to low school attendance before 1905. However, 
there were also special reasons why in these early and even in subsequent 
years, Afrikaners were conspicuous amongst those who either failed to attend 
school at all or did so only very briefly. Although Afrikaners never constituted 
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much more than 20 per cent of the white populace, and probably less than this 
at the turn of the century, they usually came to the territory in la�e family units 
and with generally more children than settlers of British stock. 1 More import­
antly, many Afrikaners, but particularly those who trekked to the territory 
during the pioneer decade to acquire farms at virtually no cost, were 
Trekboers. frontier folk, who placed very little value on the formal education of 
their children. 

Described by Duthie in 1904 as being-' far from industrious and ... content to 
subsist on mealies and game', 1 1  the Trekboers felt that the acquisition of 
sufficient knowledge of Dutch required for confirmation in the Dutch Reformed 
Church (DRC) and elementary literacy in die taal (Afrikaans) sufficed for the 
educational needs of their children. Fiercely independent in their outlook, 
Trekboers feared that too much formal education might inspire their children 
with yearnings for a town rather than a farming life. Moreover, school attend­
ance prevented the utilisation of child labour on family farms, particularly when 
adult males were engaged in transport riding in order to raise a bit of money. 12 

In 1 895 the Rev. P. A. Strasheim, a Predikant acting on behalf of the Cape 
Synod of the DRC, with the encouragement of Sir Cecil J. Rhodes made an 
agreement with Dr (later Sir) Leander Starr Jameson whereby the BSAC 
offered grants towards the salaries of teachers and building costs for schools 
conducted by the DRC. This agreement lapsed in 1902, when DRC schools 
were expected to conform with other bodies for state aid under the Education 
Ordinance, 1 899. However, even before this happened, attendance at the DRC 
schools was all too often brief and far from universal. 1 3  Matters were aggra­
vated by the advent of the South African War and a requirement under the 
Education Ordinance that English should be the sole medium of instruction in 
state-aided schools. This requirement was retained under the Education Or­
dinance, 1903, because white settlers felt that they formed an essentially 
'English community and as such should be assisted'. Indicative of Afrikaner 
resentment of this was the fact that in 1906 only one of the five schools under 
DRC direction in the territory qualified for state aid. In the others, Afrikaans was 
the medium of instruction. However, many Afrikaner children also failed to 
attend school at all, simply because of the 'deBlorable apathy of parents, 
especially in the case of farmers of Dutch origin'. 4 

Mindful of how the poor white problem was being dealt with at the Cape and 
keen to create conditions likely to stimulate white farmer immigration, the 
BSAC decided in 1 906 to introduce a system of farm and mine primary 
schools. 15  The government appointed and paid the salary of a teacher wher­
ever parents provided him or her with suitable board and lodging for rental, 
erected a schoolroom and gathered together a minimum number of ten 
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fee-paying pupils. English was retained as the sole medium of instruction in 
these schools, a requirement that the Resident Commissioner, after consult­
ation with the High Commissioner for South Africa, Lord Selborne, regarded 
as 'absolutely essential', for Afrikaner children spoke only die taal at home, so 
would otherwise be 'handicapped for life' if they did not learn the official 
language of the country at school. However, the Resident Commissioner also 
recommended that any inducement that might have the effect of persuading 
Afrikaners to accept this view of the matter was 'evidently desirable'. Various 
inducements, such as some Dutch-medium instruction and school fee re­
mission, were offered to encourage DRC schools to come into the government 
system. By 1911, all DRC schools had joined the government farm and mine 
system. 1 6 

White settler agitation and educational progress, 
1 906--1 91 4 

It was not so much the plight of the rural uneducated but the nature of 
educational facilities in towns that engaged the closest attentions of the 
majority of white settlers in 1906. Of special importance in this regard was 
growing dissatisfaction with continued reliance upon mainly religious bodies 
for the voluntary establishment and conduct of schools for whites. 

In Bulawayo, the Roman Catholics and Anglican Church authorities shared a 
virtual monopoly of primary and secondary school provision. American and 
Wesleyan Methodists respectively enjoyed similar positions in Umtali. T here 
was a government school for whites in Salisbury, but many parents objected 
to it because it was co-educational, had an unfortunate history of unsuitable 
teacher appointments, and gave free tuition to pupils of inferior social status. 

White Rhodesians also complained of declining government expenditure on 
education in the post South African War depression (1906). Agitation for 
reform originated in Bulawayo but soon spread to other main centres. An 
education committee representing the main centres argued that prolonged 
failure by the BSAC administration to rectify matters warranted Imperial gov­
ernment intervention. Eventually, the Legislative Assembly decided to appoint 
a public committee of enquiry into white settler education. In the meantime 
Alfred Seit, financier and close friend of Rhodes, had died, leaving a large 
endowment to white settler education. 1 7 

Government accepted the 1908 recommendations of the Committee of En­
quiry to transform education from a voluntary to a state system. With better 
funding, intervention rapidly achieved results. By 1911 only 935 of the 2 262 
white children between seven and fourteen years of age failed to attend 
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school , 1 8  a situation that compared favourably with the one that had arisen 
when reforms were demanded in 1 906. However, a variety of difficulties soon 
strengthened rather than weakened fears that, for want of adequate education, 
a large class of poor whites might soon emerge in the territory. Most import­
antly, anxieties were to be aroused by rapidly increasing numbers of blacks in 
attendance at mission schools. 

After the suppression of the Ndebele-Shona risings (1 896-1 897) , blacks 
began to attend mission schools in steadily increasing numbers. By 191 4, 
when over 21 000 black but only 3 000 whites attended schools, the fact that 
many white settler children still grew up with l ittle of no education at all became 
a special cause for concern. 1 9  It was considered to be a matter of the 'highest 
importance' that all white settler children, 'brought up as they were, in the midst 
of uncivilized natives, should have the best possible education'. Whites could 
retain power only 'by maintaining the distance ahead which d ivided them from 
the native races·.20 

In 191 3 Duthie found it particularly deplorable that even in Salisbury, where 
there was no excuse for non-attendance at school , there were children who 
could 'hardly  avoid the ultimate destiny of adding to the criminal classes'. I n  
one such instance a white girl was 'daily employed along with natives' by her 
parents. In another case, Duthie suspected that the · parents l ived on the 
immoral earnings of their daughter. But the problem was most pronounced in 
rural areas where Duthie knew of white girls 'clad more or less like natives' and 
'quite at home' amongst them. Uneducated whites, Duthie lamented, 'tended 
rapidly to the status of the native' which was 'not good for the white race or the 
future of Rhodesia' and hindered quests for 'a solution to the d ifficult native 
problem'.21  

By 1 91 4  government was responding more purposefully to the perceived need 
for a state-controlled education system. All voluntary schools, except for four 
Roman Catholic schools (three of which were state-aided) ,  were either taken 
over or closed down. Government schools increased in number to 58 in 191 4. 
Over half of these were farm or mine schools. 22 

Rural white settler agitation for reform and compulsory 
education 

By 1 91 4, in the context of growing anxieties about the capacity of white settlers 
to maintain their supremacy, particularly in the face of increasingly positive 
black responses to mission education, the BSAC and settler leaders were in 
agreement about the vital need to introduce compulsory education as quickly 
as possible.23 However, there were two major impediments to the immediate 
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achievement of this objective. The British majority of farmers baulked at 
compulsory education because of dissatisfaction with the existing structure of 
the white settler educational system and the Afrikaner minority of farmers 
became increasingly averse to the anglicising influences of government 
schools. 
The British farmers wanted their children to have the 'best possible' education, 
but the quality of instruction given in the small, usually single-teacher farm and 
mine schools rarely matched what was offered by their larger urban counter­
parts. There was also a rapid turnover of farm and mine school teachers, 
mainly because they were usually single woman who soon married and gave 
up teaching. Well qualified teachers prepared to face the rigours of rural life 
were hard to find. Afrikaner farm life was often particularly primitive, to the 
extent that one school mistress complained of having to subsist on only 'dry 
bread, biltong and coffee'.24 

Farmers were particularly disadvantaged with regard to secondary education. 
Many of them were struggling to establish themselves and were financially far 
less well-off than the majority of white settlers resident in towns. This meant 
that it was often impossible for farmers. even with state aid, to undertake the 
relatively heavy expenditure on travel and boarding costs necessary to send 
their children to the centralised high schools. Consequently, it was observed 
in the Legislative Assembly in 1915 that if 'the younger sons of well-to-00 
families and men of Public School education' were to be attracted to the 
territory as farmers, they should not have to face the tragedy of seeing their 
children 'growing u� in ignorance' ; a tragedy all the 'greater' in the case of 'a 
public school man'. 5 

The Administrator of Rhodesia, W. H. (later Sir William) Milton, was not always 
very sympathetic to the high educational aspirations of rural parents. His own 
children attended expensive English public schools. He castigated govern­
ment expenditure on boarding grants to assist rural white pupils to attend high 
schools as 'excrescences on national education'.26 

Origins of Afrikaner nationalist opposition to the state 
system of schools 

Although Afrikaners constituted a minority in rural areas, they nevertheless 
contributed to the rapid increase in white settlement after the turn of the 
century. Consequently, in 1920, when Afrikaners retained majorities in the 
Melsetter, Chipinga and Enkeldoorn constituencies, they also formed large 
minorities in the rural Marandellas, Salisbury, Victoria and Western District 
constituencies. The substantial increase in the numbers of children attending 
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school by 1911 resulted largely from the success of efforts made by the 
government to induce Afrikaners to participate in the farm and mine school 
system from 1906 onwards. However, Afrikaners were again conspicuous 
when the numbers of children who failed to attend school began to rise again 
after 1911. An explanation for this deterioration in the situation can be found 
largely in the relaxation of strictures imposed upon Afrikaner immigration and 
influences exerted in the territory by Afrikaner nationalists from South Africa.27 

By 1914, the fact that many of the Afrikaner children tended to receive little or 
no education at all gave rise to fears about more than merely the emergence 
of a large class of poor whites. With reference to the Afrikaner nationalist 
rebellion of that year in South Africa, the warning was given in the Legislative 
Assembly that 'a large proportion of the future white settler population of 
Southern Rhodesia might be supplied by those very people who, throu�h 
ignorance and misleading', had been persuaded to take part in that rebellion. 8 

The direct influence of South African Afrikaner nationalist agitation in Southern 
Rhodesia would appear to have begun when the future Nationalist Party 
premier, Dr D. F. Malan, visited the territory in 191 1. When he returned to the 
Cape he published criticism of allegedly widespread neglect of Dutch instruc­
tion in Southern Rhodesia to the extent that most Afrikaner children were 
growing up without any knowledge of the official language of their church. In 
July 1913, the Rev. C. R. Kotze, who had recently left the Cape to take up the 
post of DRC Predikant in Salisbury, led Afrikaner delegates from Melsetter, 
Umtali, Felixburg, Headlands, Somabula, Marandellas, Bulawayo, Salisbury 
and the Charter District, to present the Administrator, Milton, with petitions that 
they had gathered. They demanded the use of the mother tongue as the 
medium of instruction in schools, the teaching of Dutch in the ordinary 
curriculum, and local control of schools by parental committees with full 
powers of appointing teachers. Rejection of these demands prompted Kotze 
to embark upon the establishment in the territory of a separatist system of 
schools of the kind favoured by the Christian National movement in South 
Africa. Pending the establishment of separatist schools in some areas, some 
parents did not send their children to school at all.29 

The Education Commission, 1 91 7  

Growing anxiety about problems affecting white settler education was re­
vealed at the biennial conferences of the Rhodesia Agricultural Union, and in 
prolonged Legislative Assembly debates on education in 1914 and particularly 
in 1915. Eventually, the government commissioned a second public enquiry 
into white settler education in 1916, whose main concern was the fact that over 
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a third of white settler children between seven and fourteen years of age failed 
to attend school. The commissioners had to ask whether primary education 
should be made compulsory, and if so, how this should be Implemented, 
particularly with regard to costs and the special difficulties of parents in rural 
areas.30 

The commissioners recommended that compulsory education should apply 
to all white settler children between seven and fifteen years of age, for only by 
'the education of all [white] children within the territory' could !the present 
danger be averted of a large number of poor whites growing up uneducated'.3 1 
However, it was felt that fees should continue to be charged, except in 
necessitous cases, for the majority of white settlers, most of them resident in 
towns, could easily afford to pay them. Small as the total contribution of fees 
was to the cost of white settler education, they helped to maximise funds 
available for expansion. 
Special recommendations for the improvement of rural educational facilities 
included increases in the number of boarding schools in smaller centres of 
settlement, better salaries for farm and mine school teachers ,  insistence upon 
improvements in their living conditions, and where insufficient numbers could 
be assembled for farm and mine schools, the appointment of governesses by 
the government for the instruction of small numbers of very young children in 
their own homes. 32 

Action on recommendations made by the commissioners was confined largely 
to the appointment of governesses. Compulsory education could not be 
adopted mainly because of unexpectedly strong Afrikaner nationalist opposi­
tion to the government system of schools and the inability of the government 
to raise funds necessary to build additional classrooms and hostels. By 1923 
both of these obstacles were in large measure removed, but it is necessary to 
closely examine what happened between 191 4 and 1923 because prolonged 
obstruction of educational efforts to avert the creation of a large class of poor 
whites resulted in important changes in white settler attitudes to education. 

Afrikaner nationalist opposition to the state system of 
schools, 1 91 4-1 922 

Kotze relied heavily on Afrikaner nationalists in South Africa for financial 
support and teacher supplies, but this source was greatly reduced after the 
failure of the South African rebellion of 191 4. Only a handful of rather small 
separatist schools had been established in various remote parts of Southern 
Rhodesia when the education commissioners confidently reported in 1916 that 
the separatist movement would soon collapse completely. However, a visit to 
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the territory by another South African Afrikaner national ist leader, the Rev. P. S. 
van Heerden of the Orange Free State, was followed by a vigorous revival of 
the separatist movement in 1 9 1 7. 33 By 1 921  eight separatist schools catered 
for 240 pupils. The largest school was in Salisbury, where 1 00  pupils were 
enrol led, 40 of them boarders. Some pupils defected from government 
schools, as d id at least one teacher. In Melsetter, where a local Predikant was 
a particularly ardent supporter of the separatists, defections from local govern­
ment schools eventually led to the closure of the government school hostel in 
1 922. By then, however, financial d ifficulties and an undertaking that Afrikaans 
would soon be taught in all government schools tended to weaken the 
separatist cause.34 

Certain prominent Afrikaner leaders, notably the Rev. Liebenberg of Enkel­
doorn and Louw of Morgenster M ission, always remained steadfast in there 
co-operation with the government in white settler educational affairs. Another 
influential leader, the Rev. A. J. Botha, who was in charge of the DRC orphan­
age which he had transferred from Bulawayo to Daisyfield in 1 9 1 5, wavered in 
his allegiances. To help retain his loyalty the Department of Education invited 
him to assist with the experimental teaching of Afrikaans at the government 
school attended by the orphans in 1 91 9. In 1 921  Afrikaans replaced Dutch, 
which had been accepted as an alternative to French in the normal school 
curriculum of government schools in 1 91 8.35 

In 1 92 1  the separatists appealed as far afield as Holland for financial aid. This 
alarmed the Colonial Secretary, Churchill, who had succeeded Milner in that 
year. Evidently he feared that they might prejud ice his and Smuts's plans for 
the incorporation of Southern Rhodesia with South Africa. 36 A number of 
Southern Rhodesian Afrikaners were l ikely to share in such trepidation. On the 
eve of the Referendum in 1 922 the separatists agreed, after some months of 
negotiations, to let the government assume responsibility for their schools in 
the following year. The agreement included an undertaking by government to 
retain the services of the separatist schools teachers and hostel matron, who 
wished to remain at their posts. 

Financial obstructions to the introduction of compulsory 
education for whites 

Lack of funds was the major obstacle to the implementation of compulsory 
education in 1 9 1 7. Legal d ifficulties continued to prevent the full use of the Seit 
bequest until 1 922. Normally, the BSAC might have assisted with building 
loans, as it d id in 1 91 0, but it baulked at doing so after 1 91 5  because of a 
dispute with white settlers over the ownership of unalienated land in the 
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territory. When a judicial committee declared in favour of Crown ownership of 
the land in 1 91 8, the company felt even less generously disposed towards the 
settlers.37 Consequently, a policy of persuasion instead of compulsion was 
adopted. Large increases in public expenditure from the annual revenues 
catered for the expansion that resulted from this policy and the influx of white 
settler children after the end of the First World War. However, the reservation 
of many skilled occupations for only a limited number of white settler artisans 
aggravated difficulties by greatly inflating building costs. Indeed, inability to 
erect a sufficient number of buildings during and shortly after the.war meant 
that the Department of Education had to hire private premises, mainly for 
additional hostel accommodation at the high schools in Bulawayo and Salis­
bury. 

As a result of special pleas made by elected members of the Legislative 
Assembly early in 1920 the Colonial Secretary recommended that the Imperial 
government should break with colonial policy precedent by authorising the 
granting of loans for public building needs in Southern Rhodesia, which would 
be repaid after the advent of responsible government in 1923. When Churchill 
succeeded Milner in 1921, he delayed granting these loans in order to sharpen 
white settler awareness of the financial advantages likely to be derived from 
Union with South Africa. Only when Churchill was made fully aware of the 
difficulties faced by many white settlers, and particularly the struggling far­
mers, as a result of economic recession in the early 1920s and stagnation in 
the development of public amenities generally, did he finally relent. Conse­
quently, the 'Milner loans' were not utilised before 1922, when the lion's share 
of their first instalment was devoted to the erection of mainly white settler 
school buildings and the provision of costly teaching equipment. 38 

The Milner loans and cessation of active Afrikaner nationalist opposition 
allowed the white settler system of schools to enjoy unprecedented progress 
from 1922 onwards. By 1928, only 591 of the 8 64 7 white settler children 
between six and fifteen years of age failed to attend school.39 However, 
anxieties arising from prolonged inability to deal effectively with the problem 
of inadequate school enrolments from 1914 onwards would appear to have 
exercised important influences on white settler educational policy and atti­
tudes. The animosities between Boers and Britons, which had so strongly 
informed policy before 1 914, tended to diminish in strength, mainly as a result 
of sharpened white settler perceptions of their collective interests in the racial 
context. 
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Anxieties about poor whites an'd trends towards the 
creation of an egalitarian system of white schools 

An important element in changing white settler attitudes to education was the 
fact that the majority of them were socially 'on a fairly general level ' and 
financially 'in medium circumstances'. 40 Really poor whites were found mainly 
in rural areas, particularly amongst Afrikaners. Although many white farmers of 
British stock could be counted amongst the ranks of the rural poor, they 
usually had more positive attitudes to education than did their Afrikaner 
counterparts in general. These struggling, rather than poor, white farmers had 
largely accounted for the rising tide of dissatisfaction that led to the public 
enquiry into white settler education in 1916. Their plight subsequently did 
much to prompt egalitarian trends amongst white settlers. 

The struggling farmers were often prepared to make considerable sacrifices in 
order to send their children to the distant high schools. However, they strongly 
resented the 'stigma of pauperism' associated with the declarations of poverty 
that had to be made, usually before local magistrates, in order to qualify for the 
award of boarding grants and remission of tuition fees. Also, there arose a 
growing resentment amongst settlers in town and country alike of the ' invid­
ious distinction'41  made between free and fee-paying schools in Bulawayo and 
Salisbury. 

Poverty amongst white settlers became particularly acute after the First World 
War when the territory was afflicted by the influenza pandemic (1919) , drought 
and economic recession. Farmers were particularly hard hit. Many of them 
resorted to the indignity of signing 'promissory notes' in l ieu of fee payments 
in order to avoid the premature withdrawal of their children from boarding 
schools. Pupils at these schools often had only tattered clothes on a scale that 
sometimes necessitated the special employment of seamstresses to supple­
ment the duties of hostel matrons. It was not the sunshine but poverty that 
promoted some white pupils to go shoeless to school. 

The advent of war and the influenza pandemic certainly helped to draw the 
small white settler community closer together, but white settler egalitarian 
trends were even more strongly promoted by consciousness of a privileged 
status amidst a vast majority of blacks. Prolonged difficulty affecting white 
settler education tended to arouse extreme aspirations in the racial context. It 
began to be felt that white settler children should not merely receive the 'best 
possible education'. but that this should be 'at least in every case' superior to 
that received by the ' inferior race'. Schools should help to mould 'the peoples 
of Rhodesia into one united race'. but in doing so, aim at the development of 
'a good type of child'.42 Such children should not rely on ·a purely artificial' 
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d ifference between the races, but genuinely be worthy of their membership of 
the white community of 'aristocrats'. Only if these educational objectives were 
achieved could 'white civilization' hope 'to hold its own' in Southern Rhode­
sia.43 

Egalitarian trends amongst white settlers of British stock soon had to embrace 
the by no means insignificant minority of Afrikaners. If dominance in the 
territory by the white racial minority was to be sustained, class and ethnic 
divisions would also have to be removed with regard to the educational 
opportunities of Afrikaner children. The Afrikaners could not real istically expect 
acceptance of bil ingualism and Christian National principles of education in a 
community of predominantly British settlers. Even so, government inflexibility 
on the language question provided ample opportunity for South African Afri­
kaner national ist exploitation of the situation in Southern Rhodesia. Persist­
ence of Afrikaner dissidence after the war rendered recognition of the need for 
rapprochement between Boers and Britons in the territory increasingly evi­
dent. Afrikaners who had always been loyal to the government undoubtedly 
facil itated this rapprochement by winning the confidence and respect of white 
settler leaders. 

In the end only compulsory and free education could overcome the intran­
sigence of a small number of usually poor but stubbornly backward Afrikaners 
who could not be persuaded, even by their own DRC ministers, to have their 
children properly educated. In 1 921  a case involving two Afrikaner girls aged 
twelve and fifteen years who were found guilty of sexually seducing blacks 
underl ined what was perhaps the most compell ing reason why the formal 
education of all Afrikaner children had become a matter of supreme import­
ance in the eyes of white settler leaders by 1 930. The girls did not attend school 
and their parents were admonished from the bench as fol lows: 

Mr Justice Tredgold . . .  remarked that the cases were the most scandalous 
he had heard during the course of his career as an advocate. 'You people,' 
he said, 'by the way you neglect your children, not only disgrace your race 
[sic] but bring the whole of the white people into d isrepute. Two cases 
have been dealt with of attempted rape on white women, and I am 
confident that the cases are connected . If girls allow themselves to go with 
Kaffirs, then Kaffirs will try to take advantage of other White girls. ' 

Poor whites and curriculum development in white settler 
education 

Educational strategies for the prevention of the emergence of a large class of 
poor whites were for long confined almost entirely to securing better attend-

1 63 



ance at schools. It became evident, however, that a mere primary school 
education could hardly suffice in a situation where there was little or no scope 
'for the white labourer as such as there was in other countries'.45 After the turn 
of the century uneducated Trekboers could no longer freely acquire farms, and 
cheap black labour quickly replaced white labour in all spheres of menial 
employment. With few exceptions, notably where railway workshops engaged 
a small number of apprentices, white youngsters who left school after learning 
little more than the three R's had little opportunity to obtain on-the-job training. 
Most of these youngsters had attend eel farm and mine schools, but hardly any 
farmers could afford to take them on as learner-assistants. Consequently, it 
was recommended by Duthie in 1914 that the government should establish 
farm and trade schools for the post-primary vocational training of rural white 
youngsters. 46 

The First World War and financial stringency prevented the implementation of 
the farm and trade school scheme before 1922. In that year the Primary School 
of Agriculture was established on the Matopos Estate bequeated to the nation 
by Rhodes. The school aimed to provide at small cost to poorer rural parents 
a practical training for a 'civilized life' and 'earning a living on the land' for 
youths from farm and mine schools.47 A second farm and trade school was 
founded by the DRC orphanage authorities at Daisyfield in 1924. The Matopos 
school closed down in 1930, mainly because the introduction of compulsory 
education in that year meant that free tuition could now be obtained at the 
more prestigious high schools. The DRC school eventually developed into a 
private high school for Afrikaners who favoured the education of their children 
under DRC influences. 

More sophisticated vocational training was offered at the Technical High 
School established in Bulawayo by the government in 1927. The school was 
intended for pupils unsuited to the academic education given at ordinary high 
schools where, with the exception of certain commercial subjects, the curricu­
lum was restricted to English, French or Afrikaans, Latin, Geography, History, 
Mathematics and the General Sciences. Evening classes were also offered at 
the Technical High School for the large number o\pupils who left high schools 
prematurely to take up 'dead end occupations'4 as clerks, shop assistants 
and the like. It was lamented in 1925 that many of these 'untrained youngsters 
[were] able to command very considerable salaries and in consequence the� 
[did] not see the need for binding themselves down to work hard at nights'.4 

In this regard, matters were evidently rectified to some extent, at least in 
Bulawayo, for by 1930 there were 250 pupils in attendance at the Technical 
High School evening classes. However, only 100 pupils were in daily attend­
ance at the school. 
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Egalitarian trends tended to have adverse effects on efforts made to broaden 
the scope of the curriculum. Many parents were averse to the low level of 
training that was offered at the Primary School of Agriculture and were sensi­
tive even to the association of the institution's name with the Bulawayo 
Primary, or free, school. For similar reasons, the Technical School in Bulawayo 
was poorly attended. Parents were wary of premature vocational training and 
feared that the general educational value of the school would be inferior to 
what was imparted at the ordinary high schools. As members of the white 
settler aristocratic elite, parents tended to be strongly prejudiced in favour of 
the high schools that had for long been held in great esteem. Many parents 
were unwil ling to believe that their children might not be suited to the academic 
curriculum offered in the schools. However, for many years very few pupils 
remained long enough at the schools to sit for the South African matriculation 
examinations. Among the reasons were the lack of aptitude and ability of 
pupils, the financial straits of parents and the ease with which white youngsters 
could obtain well paid jobs even without completing their secondary educa­
tion. The performances of those who did sit for the examinations was not 
always very good. In 1928, for instance, only 25 of the 52 candidates were 
awarded certificates. 50 

The 1 929 Education Commission 

Of course, mere attendance at primary schools of virtually all white settler 
children went only part of the way towards averting the emergence of a large 
class of poor whites. Mere attendance at high schools by many pupils who 
failed to obtain certificates hardly augured well for the future of white supre­
macy in the territory. Growing concern about needs to maximise the effective­
ness of white settler education and the large sum of money now available for 
expenditure upon it, prompted a decision to appoint yet another public en­
quiry. Under the Chairmanship of an eminent educationist of international 
repute, Frank Tate, the Education Commission of 1929 was concerned mainly 
with the curriculum and general nature of white settler education instead of the 
ways and means of ensuring that all children attended schools. Indeed, in the 
words of a Southern Rhodesian MP, the Tate Commission enquired into what 
was 'perhaps the most important question ever considered in [the] country, 
namely the education of future citizens, legislators, and even . . .  the future 
Premier' .51 

The Tate Commission strongly criticised the academic bias and recommended 
the establishment of a decentralised system of junior high schools where 
special attention should be given to the individual aptitudes of pupils and local 
needs. However, the decentralised system of primary and secondary schools 
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advocated in 1916 had already begun to make way for a more equitable 
distribution of educational facilities between town and country. Despite efforts 
made to widen the scope of the curriculum in these schools, parental pressure 
and preference tended to restrict it to rather narrowly academic lines. More­
over, the very high standard of white settler education that was to be a much 
vaunted feature of later years developed slowty.52 Favourable climatic condi­
tions, the nature of white rule, particularly with regard to leisure time afforded 
by domestic servants, and the recruitment of teachers from English public 
schools, meant that athleticism, the attractions of outdoor life in the wilds and 
militarism in the form of compulsory cadet corps training distracted attention 
from studies and the pursuit of academic excellence. Whites were often slow 
to heed the words of their premier, Huggins: 'I .. . admit that although our youth 
may be able to play Ruby Football and to preserve their white skins with rifles 
and differential legislation ... if they survive, it will be nothing except by superior 
education. '53 

The key to success: b lack education and the poor white 
problem in the 1 920s 

It was not the creation of a particularly superior system of white settler schools 
so much as the retardation of progress in the education of blacks that most 
effectively helped to prevent the emergence of a large class of poor whites in 
Southern Rhodesia. In 1920 it was asserted in the Legislative Assembly that: 

They had heard a great deal of race supremacy, and the only means they 
had of retaining race supremacy was not by keeping the native in ignor­
ance, but by efficiently educating the white. (Hear, hear.) They could not 
afford to leave that great asset, the native, undeveloped, and certainly, 
they could not afford to allow that great asset, the white child, to remain 
undeveloped in such a way that he was not able to maintain the directive 
power ... He had never heard it contradicted that there were 30 per cent 
of white children who were illiterate. Under these conditions they had no 
claim to call themselves a civilised country. 54 

For long, as Huggins had lamented, whites were not 'efficiently' educated. 
Indeed, only the protection afforded by such measures as land apportionment 
and job reservation saved many whites of average and below average abilities 
from having to compete for their livelihoods on equal terms with blacks. In the 
1920s an educational policy was to be devised for blacks that, in essence, had 
the effect of 'keeping the native in ignorance', and thereby greatly serving the 
purpose of those other racially discriminatory measures that helped to en­
trench white settler power and privilege. Indeed, implementation of the new 
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policy of the education of blacks by 1930 was to have the effect of greatly 
delaying the emergence of skilled and well-educated blacks in sufficient 
numbers likely to threaten white settler dominance. It is necessary to consider 
this new policy on the education of blacks in some detail, for, although it greatly 
assisted with the prevention of the emergence of a large class of poor whites 
in Southern Rhodesia, its formulation and implementation was as much the 
responsibility of the Imperial government and Anglo-American missionary and 
philanthropic bodies as it was the result of any white settler and Southern 
Rhodesian government initiatives. 

Policy on the education of blacks in southern Rhodesia was for long under­
taken entirely by Christian missionaries55 along lines that loosely conformed 
with what Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth had advocated on behalf of the Imperial 
government in 1 847 in his memorandum entitled 'Practical suggestions as to 
day schools of industry, model farm schools and normal farm schools, for 
coloured races of the British colonies'.56 Inter-denominational competition for 
black converts, and limited missionary resources for the establishment of 
large, mainly white-staffed normal and industrial training centres of the kind 
advocated by Shuttleworth, resulted instead in a proliferation of small kraal 
schools. To raise standards in these humble schools, the Department of 
Education encouraged missionary teacher education centres, mainly by 
means of increased state aid between 1903 and 1921 . 

However, by 191 4, the Department of Native Affairs had become particularly 
alarmed by fears that the widely dispersed, weakly supervised proliferation of 
kraal schools might all too easily allow for the dissemination of subversive 
ideas. Rapid progress in teacher education, it was feared, would soon create 
a class of potentially troublesome black intellectuals. The Chief Native Com­
missioner, H. (later Sir Herbert) Taylor, felt that kraal schools should be reduced 
in number and that greater emphasis should be placed on the establishment 
of well-equipped industrial training centres for the stimulation of economic, 
and particularly agricultural, development in native reserves. The Director of 
Education, L. M. Foggin, strongly opposed this policy. He felt that the kraal 
schools constituted a vital element in the sound development of a universal 
educational system for blacks. Foggin also believed that emphasis on indus­
trial training instead of teacher education constituted confusion between 
educational and general economic development. 57 

The policy favoured by Taylor began to prevail by 1920, mainly because it 
conformed with Imperial government views on how to handle race relations in 
Southern Africa. Very influential in this regard was the Director of Native 
Education in Natal, Dr C. T. Loram. In his book The education of the South 
African native, published in 1917, Loram argued that blacks were a backward 
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race who needed special protection in the context of escalating racial friction. 
Loram opposed white 'repressionists' who wished simply to exploit blacks as 
cheap, unskilled labourers, and rejected as impractical and undesirable the 
view of 'equalists' who felt that well-educated blacks should be fully integrated 
with whites on a basis of racial equality. Instead, Loram favoured the views of 
'segregationists' who believed that competition for jobs between whites and 
blacks should be minimised by trying to encourage blacks to develop grad­
ually 'along their own lines' in native reserves. 58 

The reports of the Phelps-Stokes Commissions in 1922 and 1924, sponsored 
by American philanthropic bcxlies and keenly supported by the Imperial 
government and the International Missionary Conference, strongly endorsed 
racially segregated development in Africa. The Phelps-Stokesists, propagan­
d ist rather than investigative in their work, were mainly inspired by the apparent 
success of the late black leader Booker T. Washington in his promotion of 
racially d ifferentiated education for separate development in the southern 
United States. The Phelps-Stokesists claimed that this should serve as the 
mcxlel for black African education and development.59 

A Native Commissioner and apostle of Phelps-Stokesism, H. S. Keigwin, 
spearheaded implementation of the policy on the African continent in 1920 by 
establishing the first government schools for blacks in Southern Rhcxlesia at 
Domboshawa. Industrial training based on the development of agriculture and 
trad itional African craftsmanship rather than skilled artisan work and low-level 
instruction was undertaken at Domboshawa and at a similar centre founded 
by Keigwin at Tjolotjolo in 1921 . The aim was to produce blacks capable of 
promoting schemes for the general economic and social development of 
recently re-constituted native reserves. 60 

After official endorsement of Phelps-Stokesism by the Imperial government for 
adoption in all parts of British Tropical Africa in 1925,61 the policy was vigor­
ously promoted in Southern Rhcxlesia. A keen Phelps-Stokesist, Harold Jowitt, 
was recruited from Natal to take charge of a newly created Department of 
Native Education in 1927. The proliferation of kraal schools was immediately 
curbed in favour of the establishment of industrial training centres. The training 
was on traditional lines for the promotion of development in native reserves, 
instead of skilled training likely to result in black competition with white artisans 
in towns. State aid to missionaries was devoted mainly to industrial training 
instead of raising literary standards in teacher education.62 

The trends towards white racial solidarity were greatly strengthened by the 
'liberal' Anglo-American educational policy for the promotion of separate black 
development in native reserves. Phelps-Stokesism gave what amounted to an 
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international seal of approval for white racial privilege and power. Indeed, the 
widely applauded Chairman of the Phelps-Stokes Commissions, Dr Thomas 
Jesse Jones, even recommended that special efforts should be made to 
increase the rate of white settler population growth for the promotion of 
general progress under white settler control in Africa. Delayed black educa­
tional development, particularly after the introduction of Phelps-Stokesism 
from 1920 onwards, provided time for the rectification of matters with regard 
to the inadequate education of white settler children.63 

Conclusion 

An important consequence of locally devised educational strategies for the 
prevention of the emergence of a large class of poor whites in Southern 
Rhodesia is to be found in their contribution to white settler solidarity. The 
authoritarian basis of this solidarity and its contribution to the estrangement 
between the races greatly helps to explain the inclination and ability of Ian 
Smith and his Rhodesian Front government to command strong white settler 
support for defiance against the world in the 1 960s. Ethnic solidarity was 
particularly significant. For a long time educational disputes of the kind that 
characterised tensions between Afrikaners and the state before 1920 tended 
to persist. 64 However, by the 1950s, when Afrikaners shared in the general 
prosperity enjoyed by whites, particularly in the farming sector, and when 
Afrikaners had generally adopted more positive attitudes towards the formal 
education of their children, ethnic animosities began rapidly to subside. Whites 
in Southern Rhodesia and South Africa also began to acquire a closer identity 
of interests in the face of the rising tide of African nationalism and British 
government policies on the 'winds of change.' The Rhodesian Front govern­
ment was more widely representative of all sections of white settler society, but 
Afrikaners were disproportionately well represented in Parliament.65 

In addition to the white solidarity trend, niggardly government expenditure on 
the education of blacks can also largely be explained by prolonged fears about 
the emergence of a large class of poor whites in Southern Rhodesia. Although 
the adoption of Phelps-Stokesist policy in the 1920s involved a comparatively 
large increase in public expenditure on the education of blacks in the 1920s, 
the restrictive nature of this policy gave rise to little cause for concern amongst 
white settlers. However, the decision by Milner to depart from colonial policy 
precedent by offering Imperial government loans before the advent of respon­
sible government would also appear to have partly explained white settler 
acceptance of increased expenditure on the education of blacks. 
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The adoption of Phelps-Stokesism was probably the most significant aspect 
of what happened in the period up to 1930. The policy undoubtedly provided 
ready relief with regard to problems arising from prolonged difficulties affecting 
white settler education. Even so, Phelps-Stokesism was informed as much by 
internationally prevalent white racial prejudices about blacks as it was by any 
particular local interest and concerns of whites in Southern Rhodesia. White 
settler educational problems and fears about poor whites, therefore, provided 
only an incidental explanation for the adoption and consequences of re­
pressive policy on the education of blacks from 1 920 onwards. 
In 1938, Professor W. M. Macmillan warned with specific reference to increas­
ingly well-informed black opinion and aspirations generally in Africa that it was 
'dangerous political expediency to try to check the process of "detribaliza­
tion," or to even give the appearance of seeking to put the clock back'.66 
However, this was precisely what the Phelps-Stokesists had being trying to do 
for nearly two decades in Southern Rhodesia and elsewhere in British Tropical 
Africa. By 1930 all white settler children were granted considerable opportunity 
to obtain the best possible educational preparation for whatever their choice 
of career might be. Under Phelps-Stokesism, on the other hand, the numbers 
of blacks in receipt of a formal education was. for a short while in the early 
thirties, actually reduced. At the same time, the curriculum in schools for 
blacks was confined to what whites considered to be most appropriate for the 
gradual and orderly process of blacks 'along their own lines'. Consequently, 
deliberate steps were taken to retard the development of secondary, technical 
and tertiary education for blacks.67 Ultimately, then, white education could not 
be separated from black education. 
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Chapter 2 :  The Orange Free State and the Rebel l ion of 
1 91 4 : the i nfluence of industria l isation, poverty and 
poor whiteism 

The following is a loose and personal translation of the passage of Afrikaans poetry 
by 'anonymous' written in the early twentieth century in D. J. Opperman, Groot 
verseboek (Cape Town and Johannesburg, 1 95 1 ) ,  p. 26: 
The locusts and the drought 
are thick upon our land 
and what will result 
is beyond my comprehension 

Money is also so scarce 
and the coffee has become so expensive 
The foreign banks rule us 
and their ' interest' consumes like fire 
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1 81 



'handsuppers' as opposed to 'joiners', came from the wealthy eastern districts 
along the Basutoland border and surrendered in an effort to protect their wealth. 

6 A. P. J. van Rensburg, 'D ie ekonomiese herstel van die Afrikaner in die Oranjerivier­
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Chapter 3: 'God het ons arm mense d ie houtj ies gegee' :  
poor white woodcutters in  the southern Cape forest 
area, c. 1 900-1 939 

Abbreviat ions 

CAD - Central Archives Depot, Pretoria 

FOR - Department of Forestry Archives 

LOE - Department of Lands Archives 

SC - Select Committee 

UOD - Unie Onderwys Departement Argiewe 

UWL - University of the Witwatersrand Library 
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Chapter 8 :  Minute substance versus substantial fear: 
white destitution and the shaping of pol icy in  Rhodesia 
in the 1 890s 
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land, Cape Town: Juta, 1 896 / Bulawayo, Books of Rhodesia, 1 974. 
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mission station of Thomas Morgan Thomas,'granted' to his widow in 1 893 on 
occupation. C. C. Thomas, 'Thomas Morgan Thomas Pioneer Missionary 1 828-
1 884'. p. 79 - unpublished typescript, a copy is held in the National Archives of 
Zimbabwe. 

22 The Matabeleland News and Mining Record, 2 June 1 894. 
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one shilling of which was wtthheld until their discharge, when their deferred pay 
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