
  
    [image: 9781776190690_FC]
  


  
    


    [image: ]


    Jonathan Ball Publishers


    JOHANNESBURG & CAPE TOWN

  


  
    


    [image: ]


    Map showing the major towns of Natal, 1960s.
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    Indian Group Areas in Durban, 1980s.

  


  
    Prologue


    I n the 1950s the anthropologist Hilda Kuper had the foresight to interview some of the very last Indian indentured migrants still alive in Natal. One of them was Maistry, a Telegu of the Dhobi (washerman) caste, who was born around 1870 near Cuddapah (now Kadapa) in Andhra Pradesh (Madras). His parents had six sons; he was the ‘one before the last’. Maistry emerges in Kuper’s telling as a quiet man determined to build a life for himself and his family. As a young man, he was employed as a dhobi (laundry worker) by the Royal Battery in Madras. Before long, the Royal Battery moved off. ‘Then there was nothing’ for Maistry, who had a wife and baby to support. His family agreed that he should indenture for five years. He was ‘under twenty’ at the time. Maistry and his friends, eight young waiters and three cooks from the same village, embarked on a journey that changed their lives forever. It must have been an extraordinary passage for these young men, unsure of what awaited them across the kala pani (black waters).


    Upon their arrival in Durban, Maistry was immediately dispatched to a local hotel, where he took over washing duties, working diligently there for five eventless years. Whether it was because of the long separation from his loved ones, the loneliness of the new country or a heart inflamed by passion, Maistry took a second wife, a young colonial-born woman to whom friends had introduced him. Did Maistry still think about his wife and child in India? Perhaps. But the memory of his waiting family, it seems, was not enough to tempt Maistry to make the return journey. Perhaps he longed to be reunited with them but could not afford it. Maistry registered his second marriage with the authorities.


    With a new life forming around him in Natal, Maistry remained at the hotel after the period of indenture, when his supervisor offered to keep him on. He worked here for another six years. By then he was in his early thirties, thousands of miles away from the life he had begun as a young man, with another woman at his side, new friends, and without his extended family.


    When the First World War broke out in 1914, Maistry joined the thousand or so Indian stretcher-bearers who served the British Raj under Albert Christopher in East Africa. The work was gruelling, largely invisible yet essential. Reports filtering back from East Africa glowed in their praise of the likes of Maistry. When he returned from the war in 1916, he joined Addington Hospital in Durban as a dhobi and eventually rose to become head laundryman. By now, he had fathered two children with his second wife. After 28 years at Addington, Maistry’s health declined, and he was put on a pension.


    In 1947, after almost forty years in South Africa and with two grown-up children, Maistry decided to return to his homeland to seek out his family. Could the fact that India was on the brink of independence have beckoned him? ‘I had half a mind to settle in India,’ he told Hilda Kuper. Maistry was no different from the thousands of migrants who struck up an imaginary relationship with the hope of return. Yet the romantic ideal of what awaited him when he returned across the kala pani was to be shattered. Maistry was bitterly disappointed with what he found in India. Everything was different. The village had changed while he was away and many of the villagers had moved on. His first wife was dead, as were most of his friends and many of his relatives. The infant daughter he had left behind was now married. Awkwardly, they were reunited, but she barely remembered him. Only a few distant kin remained.


    Disillusioned, Maistry returned to Durban to spend the rest of his life with his two children. His daughter was now married, and his son worked as a clerk. Having lost his sense of place in India, he returned to his ‘home’ in South Africa.1 As Fatima Meer said about the indentured, ‘no matter how deplorable the condition, there was no return to India, for their manner of leaving was such as to constitute an irreconcilable breach’.2 Not long after Maistry’s return from India, the National Party swept to power in South Africa in 1948. Their election promise was to repatriate all Indians. But for Maistry there would be no going back. He was now part of a larger struggle for Indians to become fully fledged citizens of a South Africa that, as much as it sought to exclude them, induced a mighty impulse to belong.


    The struggle to make a home in Africa is a central thread in this book. And it is echoed in the story of another Indian South African family. On 13 May 1927, 17-year-old A.M. Munshi wrote to the Governor-General of South Africa from Bombay asking for a ‘free pass’ to return to South Africa. The family, consisting of his father, his mother, four brothers and a sister, had returned to India in 1924. All the children had been born in South Africa. Another letter that Munshi wrote, on 12 October, sounded desperate: ‘My Papa brought us to India to stay at his home for a couple of years and should again return to Motherland. But we have passed two couples of years, but no return, no money, no clothes, no home, no near relations, nothing in India.’


    Year after year the family tried without luck to secure permission to return to South Africa. Eventually, on 10 October 1936, the mother, Mrs M.A. Munshi, appealed to the Governor-General: ‘For twelve weary years have I written dozens of petitions to the Governments to send me back to my Native Land. Your Excellency, what have I and my children done that we can’t be permitted to return to our Native land? What crime have we committed to be deported to a foreign land? What have we done that we have been cast out of our land and sent as exiles to this land of starvation?’ The letters were always signed off as from ‘an African family’. For them, Africa was their native land, and India was a foreign place. In October 1938, Mrs Munshi finally received passports, dated 2 May 1938, for two of her sons. They were numbered 111902 and 111903. As for their fate in South Africa and that of the rest of the family in India, the archives are silent.3


    Most history books date the arrival of the first Indians in South Africa to 1860, when indentured labourers began to arrive at Port Natal. However, the ‘passage from India’4 had begun nearly two centuries earlier with the settlement of the Dutch at the Cape. Almost immediately after the Dutch East India Company established a refreshment station here in 1652, slaves were imported to the Cape to work in agriculture, growing wheat, vegetables and grapes. They were also used to tend livestock on farms, to work in the Company’s gardens, and as domestics and artisans. Of the 63 000 slaves imported to the Cape between 1658 and 1808 it is estimated that almost 26 per cent came from the Indian subcontinent and Sri Lanka. Others were taken from Indonesia, Madagascar and the African continent.5 During this ‘period of racialised and gendered brutality’, enslaved people were transformed into ‘expendable objects … The scale of this expendability is difficult to discern today because of the invisibility of slavery in conceptions of the country’s history.’6


    Angela of Bengal is one of the few early slaves at the Cape Colony about whom we have some details. She was born around 1641 in Bengal, captured in the Ganges Delta, taken to Ceylon, and sold at Batavia (Jakarta) in Indonesia before being transported to the Cape in 1657 aboard the Amersfoort. Angela was purchased by Jan van Riebeeck, the first commander of the Cape settlement, and was among the first twelve slaves at the Cape. She had a daughter, Anna, fathered by a company official, François de Koninck. When Van Riebeeck left the Cape in 1662, he sold Angela to Abraham Gabbema. Meanwhile, she had two sons with another official, Jan van Assen.


    When Gabbema left the Cape in 1666, Angela and her three children were freed. In 1667 she succeeded in obtaining a plot of land from the Company near Heerestraat (present-day Strand Street) in Cape Town. Two years later she married Arnoldus Willemsz Basson, and together the couple ran a successful fishing business. Angela’s daughter Anna de Coningh made an even more advantageous marriage when she wed one of the wealthiest men at the Cape, Captain Olof Bergh. When Bergh died, Anna inherited his large wine estate, Groot Constantia, which he had bought from a previous Governor, Simon van der Stel.7


    That slaves from the Indian subcontinent were brought to the Cape via Dutch Batavia ‘may explain in part why their Indian cultural and linguistic background was submerged in the more prominent south-east Asian characteristics of the Asian Cape slave population’. Moreover, while ‘Bengali and Malabari slaves continue to regularly appear in the Cape Town inventories in equal numbers, they were subsequently outnumbered by slaves from south-east Asia’.8 In more general terms, ‘The slaves entered the colony as individuals, not as shiploads within which various ties might have grown up. Very largely they remained as such. Even the ethnic identities which are so commonly created among migrants in strange cities did not become the basis for communal action among the Cape slaves, except perhaps in the fevered imagination of the whites.’9


    Slave lineages developed over time into communities that held to home-grown Coloured and Cape Malay identities. This would not be the case with the Indian indentured labourers who arrived in Natal on the south-eastern coast of Africa from the middle of the nineteenth century. British traders had established a trading station at Port Natal in 1824 and Britain formally proclaimed Natal a colony in 1843. The British imposed their control over the local African people and facilitated European settlement in the colony from 1849. Natal’s coastlands were suited to growing sugar, but planters faced a shortage of labour as Africans proved reluctant to accept the low wages of the sugar barons. Africans, after all, had access to land on reserves and Christian missions and could rent land from the government and land speculators.10 What would solve the labour problem was Indian indentured labour.


    In the wake of the indentured labourers came traders and shop assistants from the villages of India. They were given the appellation ‘passenger’ Indians, as they came at their own expense. This intermingling of Indians in the colony, with multiple roots and backgrounds, was accompanied by all the tensions of caste, class and region. But new associations and interrelations developed, as ties with home villages in the old country thinned or were severed and new ones were brokered.
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    The Cooppan family, c.1926. Vilashini Cooppan’s paternal grandfather, Somasundaram, is standing on the right. Seated in the middle row (from left) are Somasundaram’s father, Muthal Cooppan; his mother, Parvathy Ammall (known as Café-Amma); Parvathy’s father, Armoogam Chetty; and her mother, Muniamma Govender.


    (Photo: Ramachandiran Cooppan)


    Vilashini Cooppan describes this commingling of ‘indentured’ and ‘passenger’ in the story of her ancestors. ‘My paternal great-grandfather came from a Telegu-speaking family of hereditary landowners and village chieftains in Vaniampettai, Tamil Nadu. On his arrival as a paying passenger in Natal, he married the daughter of a Tamil speaker, an agricultural labourer, who had emigrated under a girmit or indentured labour contract from Seerghazi, Tamil Nadu. That daughter, my great-grandmother, was known as Café-Amma, in recognition of the corner shop she ran for decades with ferocious tenacity and a keen eye for numbers.’11


    The social relations arising out of indenture gave rise to an Indianness that, as much as it was imposed from above, developed from below. The sheer weight of the colonial imposition fermented identities beyond those of village, caste and religion. But as the nineteenth century folded into the twentieth, indentured, ex-indentured and passenger were corralled by white settler colonists into the catch-all term ‘Coolie’. The revulsion which Indians felt for this blanket term of abuse is captured provocatively by the playwright Ronnie Govender: ‘Karupanna had taken a break to wipe the sweat off his brow after some backbreaking hoeing when the Irishman shouted at him, “You’re not on holiday, coolie!” Karupanna shot back, “My name is Karupanna Govender, not coolie.” ’12


    The new world of the indentured and passenger was a continent removed from the villages they had once called home. The plantations flattened out identities for the indentured labourers; traders and shop assistants lived cheek by jowl; and those newly freed from their labour contracts added to the mix. Ramdeen Ujudha told a government commission of 1885–1887 that crossing the kala pani had caused him to lose caste identity:


    I am going back to India to see my father and brothers and sisters. Here I have eaten with different people and broken my caste. My friends in India will not even eat with me, so I must come back. When I go back I will ask my mother to cook, but I will tell what I have done; she will cook, and I will eat outside … No fine could bring me back my caste, being a Brahmin. Just before coming my last offering to the Ganges was that of the holy thread: I was not worthy to wear it any longer. When the coolies come here, they lose all caste, even the Brahmins intermarry with the Chamars. What is to be done? In my own country if a Brahmin even goes for a call of nature, he must put a thread round his ear.13


    This is a theme that Sudesh Mishra probes in his poem ‘Confessions of a Would-Be Brahmin’, in which he asks his gods for forgiveness for the transgression of crossing the kala pani; but at the same time he promises:


    Some things never change


    The left hand still cleans my arse.14


    But there were as many who, despite having crossed the black water, felt they were still part of their inherited caste. Teluksing, who had come to Natal in the 1860s and became a storekeeper by the 1880s, said: ‘I have not suffered in my caste in any way by coming across the ocean to Natal, because I observed all my religious ceremonies and I have done nothing to debar me from enjoying my caste privileges. On my return to India, my relations will receive me as one of themselves. I am of the Kshatriya caste, which is the caste of fighting men and agriculturalists.’15 It is these ambiguities presented by Ramdeen and Teluksing, of trying to keep steady on shifting grounds, that thread their way through the pages ahead.


    Rather than laying down straight lines of march from the past into the future, thus presenting ‘a triumphant and seamlessly progressive rhythm’, this book tracks the ‘paradoxes and reversals’, ambiguities, forks in the road and convolutions that people experienced.16 Intense debates arose, for example, about interracial alliances in the 1950s, armed struggle in the 1960s, participation in government-created structures in the 1970s, and the relationship between African nationalism and the struggle for a socialist future in the 1980s. At the same time this story cannot be bound by national borders. South Africa may have become a Union in 1910, later securing Dominion status, but within the confines of Empire it was constrained by the Indian nationalist struggle and that movement’s growing influence inside the British Raj. We follow this trail, across Imperial spaces, through the Colonial Office in London, into the heart of the jewel in the British Crown, and the contestations in South Africa over rights and citizenship.


    As we scoured the archives, pored over commissions of inquiry, read the diaries of settlers and proceedings of court cases, and examined how white antagonism was codified into laws of segregation and calls for the repatriation of Indians grew shriller, we were humbled by the power of the human spirit. Lives were disrupted and ruptured, homes lost, talents strangled, dignities trampled on. But still the subjects of this story refused to be ground down. At the heart of this story is the desire to belong to a country that at one stage united Boer and Brit, while elbowing out of the way subjectivities that were perceived as a threat to white supremacy. Lodged within the stereotypes of many of the peoples with whom Indians wished to unite in nationhood was a view that Indians were alien, exotic, dangerous, at once too competitive and too backward. The very fragility of their presence in South Africa evoked among them a fierce desire to belong.


    How this sense of belonging developed in the Indian community in the face of huge challenges as well as opportunities, and how they negotiated inclusions and exclusions on many fronts and within various power relationships, form the subject of the following pages.


    We begin our story with the very first of those indentured who planted seeds, knowing that, as Rabindranath Tagore expressed it, they would ‘never sit in [the] shade’ of their labour.17 But plant they did.

  


  
    1


    Indentured Indians in Natal, 1860–1911


    T he first wave of Indian indentured workers arrived at Port Natal on 16 November 1860. By 21 July 1911, when indenture ended, 384 ship voyages had transported 152 266 Indians to Natal.1 Around 70 per cent of migrants were in the 18–30 age group; the average male–female ratio was approximately 70–30; and less than 20 per cent comprised families.2 While the majority of migrants were middle to low caste, there was a sprinkling of upper- to middle-level castes. In Natal some realignment of castes took place, as a number of people identified upwards, while others, especially when plantation owners expressed a distaste for high-class Brahmins, caste themselves downwards.
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    A 1903 photo of indentured migrants bound for Natal.


    (Photo: Stewart Fairbairn, grandson of De Gruyter, the ship’s captain)


    Indian indentured migration as regulated by the state emerged in the wake of the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833. The system was initiated by planters and commercial agencies in cooperation with the Indian government and the British Colonial Office to address the shortage of plantation workers in British colonies across the world.3 The introduction of indenture generated intense debate. With the abolition of slavery a recent memory, there was a public outcry when allegations of the ill-treatment of workers surfaced in 1838 in British Guiana. Indentured migration was suspended in 1839 pending an inquiry. Lord John Russell, as Colonial Secretary, was opposed to indenture for fear that it would lead to a ‘new system of slavery’.4 However, the lobby in favour of the system was powerful, and in 1842 the Indian government was instructed to resume indenture after appointing a Protector of Emigrants at the embarkation ports of Calcutta in the north and Madras in the south.5


    Faced with a scarcity of labour and the possible ruin of plantation economies, attitudes towards indentured labour changed in official circles. By the 1850s, ‘indenture gained legitimacy. Once a scandal, it became normal, acceptable, useful. … Britons celebrated indenture as a civilizing project, as a means of development, and as free labor.’6 Amitav Ghosh captures this idea of slavery folding into indenture in his novel Sea of Poppies:


    ‘Where else could I have found a vessel … so perfectly suited for its cargo?’


    ‘Do you mean slaves, sir?’


    Mr Burnham winced. ‘Why no, Reid. Not slaves – coolies. Have you not heard it said that when God closes one door he opens another? When the doors of freedom were closed to the African, the Lord opened them to a tribe that was yet more needful of it – the Asiatick.’7


    While indenture did not approximate slavery in an absolute sense, it was a category of unfree labour that was also reshaped by changing notions among the British of race and personhood.8


    After Natal was proclaimed a British colony in 1843, British settlers began to arrive in their thousands. Natal’s coastlands were well adapted to the production of tropical and subtropical crops. The most important product in the colony’s economy became sugar. But planters were faced with a shortage of labour, as the local Africans had access to land which  they could farm themselves on reserves and Christian missions, and could also rent land from the government and land speculators.9 For the Natal government, the example of the British colony of Mauritius with its sugar plantations provided a ready solution: Indian indentured labour.
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    Official photographs taken of indentured migrants as they arrived in Natal.


    (Photo: Gandhi–Luthuli Documentary Centre)


    The Natal colony regulated indenture through restrictive laws laid out in clipped, matter-of-fact British ‘fair play’ rules. Laws 13, 14 and 15 of 1859 stipulated that recruiters had to be licensed, a quarter of the recruits were to be women, and employers were to keep a wage book and provide medical treatment. As regards the girmit (a corruption of ‘agreement’), migrants came on three-year contracts, extended to five years in 1862. After spending ten years in the colony, they could claim a free return passage. Vagrancy, work stoppages and illegal absences were treated as criminal offences punishable by fines, imprisonment, wage deduction or an extension of the contract. Wages were fixed at ten shillings per month, rising by one shilling per year. This rate did not increase during the half-century of indenture. The indentured had to carry passes, had no choice as to their employer and could not move off the plantation without permission even if it was to lay a complaint.10


    The system of indenture was carefully controlled and monitored, at least in theory. The Natal government appointed emigration agents in Madras and Calcutta to recruit workers. They, in turn, appointed sub-agents who employed licensed recruiters; the latter had to wear identity badges. But the system was open to abuse by local agents known as arkatis, who knew which people had fallen behind in meeting financial obligations and were thus vulnerable to recruitment. Sudesh Mishra captures this in his poem ‘diaspora and the difficult art of dying’:


    my destiny was an arkathi with a tongue sweeter than shakkar, who sold me a story as steep as the himalayas, and his images had the tang of lassi and his metaphors had the glint of rupees, so that two days later i was on pericles … and india slipped through my fingers like silk …11


    Migrant testimonies point to recruiters resorting to ‘kidnapping, misrepresentation, fraud, deception’.12 This was known as ‘coolie catching’.13 Rangasamy, who came to Natal in 1862, told an 1872 commission that he knew a recruiter, Aperoo Modilia, who would spin stories about the incentives for migration and brag to friends: ‘Oh, I said they will get 10 pounds, but they will get nothing but sand.’14 This story, no doubt partly apocryphal, occludes the myriad of reasons why people were prepared to cross the kala pani – the black waters – a passage which many Indians considered defiling of the soul.


    The decision to emigrate would not have been taken lightly. While the story of each migrant was ‘in some way unique, and the final factor remains the secret of each particular personality, emphasis is given in nearly every instance to one of three general reasons – economic opportunity; family dissension; the desire for adventure’.15 Most of the people interviewed by the anthropologist Hilda Kuper in the 1950s revealed that they had left ‘their homes, families and country of birth’ with the ‘hope of a greater security and even of happiness in the distant land’.16 Of 35 indentured whom she interviewed, 22 left for economic reasons, 9 because of family disputes, 3 because they were seeking adventure, and 1 fleeing an epidemic.17 Family ties explain why ‘from among several brothers only one would immigrate, or why in a small community an entire family broke away, and why, having migrated, some remained and others returned’.18


    One of Kuper’s informants stated that as taxes became more onerous and land more difficult to come by in India, hunger was a constant companion under the British Raj. This impacted on existing social relations, including the joint family system. S. Govender, a pensioner on a sugar estate, told Kuper that when his parents died, he and his sisters went to live with a poor relative whose ‘wife was not like a mother. Then came drought and we were all hungry.’ He went to a nearby village, Velapurum, with a friend and was approached by a recruiter ‘who promised us a lot of money. I persuaded my friend to recruit as well.’ They arrived on ‘the boat before the last’. While he did not remember the ship’s name, he did recall that there ‘was a sickness on the boat … and we stayed on the boat in the sea water, till the people to whom we were assigned came and fetched us in little boats’.19


    Govender was among forty shipmates who went to work for a Mr H— on the North Coast of Natal. Migrants who arrived on the same ship and who were assigned to the same plantation became kapal karay (boat friends), the term used by South Indians.20 In settlements where North Indians predominated, they were known as jahaji bhai (brotherhood of the boat). This was important to migrants, as the poet Sudesh Mishra remarks: ‘many things were lost during that nautical passage, family, caste and religion, and yet many things were also found, chamars found brahmins, muslims found hindus, biharis found marathis, so that by the end of the voyage we were a nation of jahajibhais’.21


    After five years of back-breaking work, Govender re-indentured because of the depression during the Anglo-Boer War and the postwar years. In all, he spent thirteen years indentured on sugar plantations. His memory of family in India faded with each passing year. Heartbreakingly, he revealed that by the thirteenth year, ‘[t]here was no-one to go back to. I had no reply to letters I had sent home.’ These letters were written in Tamil (‘Yes, I can read and write Tamil. I was taught writing in soft sand and on palm leaves’). Govender subsequently moved to the Chaka’s Kraal estate as a free worker, and then to the unnamed estate where he lived when he related his story to Hilda Kuper.22
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    Mill workers, Natal Sugar, Mount Edgecombe.


    (Photo: Durban Local History Museum)


    
      Charles Smythe, sugar plantation owner and employer of indentured Indians


      Charles Smythe’s diary provides rare insight into the way indentured Indians were viewed by their new masters. Smythe arrived in Natal in 1872, aged 19. He was well connected, being the cousin of Lord Elgin, the British Colonial Secretary. Smythe established the farm Lynedoch near Fort Nottingham in the Natal Midlands and took up stock farming. He entered politics in 1893, when he was elected to the Legislative Assembly after Natal was first granted responsible government. He became Speaker of the house in 1898, prime minister in 1905, and Administrator of Natal after Union in 1910 until his death in 1918.


      White settler farmers in Natal in the nineteenth century were consumed by the need for cheap labour. Smythe’s diary entry in June 1872 reads, ‘There is a great scarcity of black labour just now … the evil is that the k-----s will not work as long as they can grow their mealies and pay … their hut tax, which they can earn by half a month’s work.’ The shortage of labour was his biggest hurdle in starting sheep farming.


      He eventually secured a few Africans. Having observed the impact of Indian workers on the Natal rural economy, he applied for indentured labourers, like many of his neighbours, and in November 1880 was allotted men who had arrived on the Canada 1: Goluck Shant, Wgir Hoosen, Sobrati Seiboo, Seeram Dassoo, Heramon Bhunjun and Boodoo Suchun, all in their early twenties. According to Smythe’s diary entry for 29 November 1880, he left one male worker behind in Durban as ‘the man was so ill he could not walk and I should never have got him home’. Two neighbouring farmers had asked Smythe to collect their workers for them; so, in all, he returned to Nottingham with thirty workers by train.


      As his male workers were wearing the dhoti (loincloth), he provided them with a coat and pair of trousers each. The women in the group he fetched wore saris. He recorded that the workers ‘will be all right in a month or two, but they are not much use at present’. One of them was ‘lazy as well as very dirty’, and Smythe dipped him in McDougal’s Mixture, which was used for sheep. Smythe found it ‘very difficult’ to communicate with his workers, who spoke the Indian vernaculars, and he did not ‘understand a word they say’. Many could no doubt have communicated more effectively in the master’s language, but it suited them to use a foreign language. As the Protector of Indian Immigrants reported in 1878, Indians were ‘very quick in most instances in picking up both English and K----r, but chiefly the latter’. The Protector was confident that ‘the language impediment will ere long cease to exist in this colony’.


      One of Smythe’s early observations was that his workers, though small in number, ‘will not cook together, each man has to have his separate pot.’ In Natal the indentured would come to form new identities and gradually abandon those they had grown up with in India.


      Despite his initial misgivings, Smythe wrote in July 1882 that the indentured workers ‘were well worth their pay’. Their one vice ‘was a weakness for smoking dagga [hemp], as a result of which one of them had gone blind one day when out herding sheep’. He regained his eyesight after three days. Dagga had made another worker ‘temporarily insane’. Smythe locked him up at night in his hut to prevent him from wandering off.


      Under the harsh gaze of their employers, the indentured began adjusting to the new circumstances, finding ways to enjoy their leisure time. On 6 July 1884, the Smythes threw a party for neighbouring settlers. Smythe recorded that they were not the only ones to have a party that day: ‘My coolies are giving a grand entertainment to all their friends today, they have been cooking day and night the last two nights, a whole sack of flour has been made into chupatties [chapattis] which are things like scones fried in melted butter.’


      In 1886, three of Smythe’s workers completed their contracts and went to Durban to collect their ‘free’ papers. Two returned to work for Smythe. Smythe’s diary entry for 19 September reflects surprise: ‘One of them is one I had to flog two or three times, very severely, which shows that if you treat them justly and only flog them when they really deserve it, they think none the worse of you.’


      Smythe reveals in this way how the plantation owners felt they were above the law, recording his actions even though corporal punishment was banned in the colony in 1872. This raises the question: what made workers return to a strict or callous employer? After five years the earnings they had accumulated were probably minimal. Fines and the need to supplement their diet ate away at the ability of many of the indentured to save money. What would it mean to arrive back at their villages in India with nothing to show for their labours?


      By now, stories of the devastation precipitated by the British Raj in India were filtering through as new recruits landed in Port Natal. News reached the colony of returnees experiencing difficulties in adjusting to village life again. The Protector of Indian Immigrants wrote in his annual report for 1877 that ‘a considerable number who did not desire to enter into a contract with the Government have made their way back to Natal via Pondicherry and Mauritius and paying their own passages. They may be counted on to become a permanent part of the population.’ The Protector asked them why they had returned, and the answer was, ‘Madras is changed; they could not live there, it was hot, everything is so dear, and sickness so prevalent.’ Perhaps some were ‘playing’ the system, taking the free passage back to India and returning as free persons with family members, before spreading their wings across the colony and taking advantage of the burgeoning markets in Natal which their indentures had helped to nurture.


      Despite his farming prospects improving through the introduction of indentured labour, Smythe was disappointed that the colony had not been able to dragoon the local Africans into permanent servitude. His diary entry of 9 June 1889, when he requested more labour, lamented, ‘Does it not seem a shame, … [w]ith the country swarming with natives that we should have to send to India for labour!’


      Source: Child, Charles Smythe, 67–90.

    


    Over 55 per cent of the indentured labourers arriving in Natal were assigned to work on the sugar estates, where Indians comprised the bulk of the workforce until the 1910s.23 Everyday life on the plantations was under strict control. Workers were not allowed to leave their place of employment even if they wished to go to the local magistrate to report an assault or infraction. The hours were long, and the punishments severe. Even leisure time was strictly controlled, and efforts to relax by playing music, dancing or reciting the ancient Hindu scriptures were frowned upon. The archives throw up many examples of this form of control. The plantation owner W.E. Bale complained to the authorities in 1889 about the ‘bad conduct’ of Santhanam Pillay and Karupan Asari, who had arrived on the Umvoti in January 1885. At the time of the complaint, the men were 29 and 18 respectively. They had, according to Bale, become ‘unbearable’ and had


    asked to be allowed to stay away from Saturday nights – at nine o’clock until Sunday morning, which however I refused, upon which both worked themselves into a passion, and fearing they might take French leave, I got up on Saturday morning at daybreak and found Santhanam’s door padlocked, and he himself gone. Karupan had apparently just returned and he was getting some wood to make a fire for his food. I have found out that they are engaged at some kind of theatrical work, and every moment they can steal is occupied in reading and making up costumes. It has come to such a fever pitch that they take no notice of either their mistress or me and just do as they please.24


    As the system of indenture gathered pace and the Natal economy began to broaden beyond sugar production, indentured workers were also employed in the tea industry based in Kearsney, on wattle plantations and stock farms in the Midlands, and in the coal mines of northern Natal.25 Betty Govinden’s maternal grandmother, Asseerwadhum (colonial number 101278), who was born in 1896 and who came to Natal in 1904 with her parents and six siblings, was one of those employed at a Kearsney tea estate. Asseerwadhum was put to work as a child, as girls and women were deemed suited for tea picking because of their ‘deft’ fingers. She subsequently worked in the mill. The tea was brought in by oxwagon from the fields, hoisted to the mill’s second floor, spread out to dry on hessian, and then packed before being transported by steam locomotive to Stanger, and then on to Durban. From here it was shipped to India, where the leaves were processed and blended into Ceylon tea and exported to different parts of the world.
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    A colonial postcard with the caption ‘Tea Factory Coolie Girls’. Behind these smiles, testimonies reveal the back-breaking work, abuse and meagre diets.


    (Photo: Durban Local History Museum)


    By 1892 indentured Indians were ‘employed almost throughout the length and breadth of the colony’.26 They helped to operate and extend Natal’s railway network as gatekeepers, signalmen and platelayers.27 The Durban and Pietermaritzburg municipalities hired Indians in their health and sanitation departments as low-paid, unskilled general workers whose tasks included street sweeping, grass cutting and night soil removal.28


    Indians with ‘special skills’ were employed in hospitals, hotels and private clubs, and as boatmen and domestics. These workers were usually recruited in urban areas in India, could speak some English, and commanded a higher salary.29 A visitor to Natal in the early twentieth century wrote that ‘the most noticeable feature of Durban is its coolies. They make capital servants – cooks more especially. They cook an excellent curry and give an oriental aspect to life. Indian waiters are found in all the hotels and are preferable to the average run of English stolidities.’30


    Indentured immigration was halted on 14 July 1866 because of an economic recession in Natal. When the economy improved, Natal wanted to resume indenture, but the Indian government refused because the first group of Indians who returned to India had protested that the terms of their contracts had been violated. The returnees complained of poor rations, non-payment of wages, lack of medical treatment, flogging and long working hours.31


    In response, the Natal government established a commission of inquiry in 1872, which recommended that a Protector of Indian Immigrants be appointed. His job was to visit estates twice a year, attend to Indian grievances, register marriages, births and deaths, hear civil cases among Indians, and publish an annual report. Other recommendations were that employers keep a wage book, the number of women immigrants be increased to 40 per cent of arrivals, corporal punishment be banned, and the government take responsibility for medical services. Indenture resumed on 25 June 1874 with migration from Calcutta and in 1877 from Madras. Despite the appointment of a Protector, ‘[t]he vastness of the area under the Protector’s jurisdiction and the enormous power of planters made it difficult for Protectors to balance the needs of workers and employers.’32


    Complaints from indentured workers about their working and living conditions, and calls from white commercial interests for the government to address the colony’s labour shortage without relying on indenture, led the Natal government to appoint another commission in 1885 under Justice Walter Thomas Wragg. Wragg had been a district judge in Ceylon before coming to Natal in 1883, was conversant in Tamil, and was familiar with the system of indenture. Two of the commissioners were farmers, H.F. Richardson and J.R. Saunders. The commission visited 21 estates, interviewed 72 whites and 48 Indians, and published its report in 1887.33


    Saunders, who had arrived in Natal as a British settler, bought the Tongaat Sugar Estate in 1860. His wife, Katharine, acquired distinction as a botanist, with a plant named after her by Kew Gardens in London.34 She was also a keen observer of indentured migrants and was known for her forthright views that cut deep into the heart of settler colonial life. With biting sarcasm, Katharine Saunders told the commissioners when they visited Tongaat:


    In regard to housing, sanitation and water supplies, I haven’t the slightest doubt that the Commission will report – forgive me – that the coolie prefers to live in a wretched grass hovel, and that sickness and the pollution of streams are due to his own insanitary turn of mind. This Colony already seems to believe that, because a person’s skin is a darker colour, he is less than human, and doesn’t require human conditions of living. Slavery is still so close behind us.35


    She went on to remind the commissioners of


    the England that many of us ran away from? Did you blame the men and women – the weavers and coalminers of England and Scotland – for the conditions in which they lived in the human pigsties of Liverpool or Glasgow or the ghastly cellar populations of Manchester? Or did you blame the masters? You are now the masters. You are the masters. And you expect a family of human beings to live decently, honestly, hygienically, morally, for the whole of their life in a grass rabbit-hutch!36


    While the testimony presented to the commission ran into hundreds of pages, evidence like Katharine’s was largely ignored.


    The commission acknowledged that it had received many complaints about the ill-treatment of workers, but made light of this with the rationalisation that ‘the kindest masters may lose temper at the oft-repeated misconduct of idle and malingering servants’. It also tended to put the blame on the indentured for the violence meted out by their masters, as the case of John James exemplifies. James was indentured to the Railway Department and complained to the Protector in 1885 that fellow workers were being illegally fined and whipped. James told the commission that workers’ wages were one month in arrears. When they went to the magistrate to complain, they were fined ‘five shillings for being absent without a pass’. This was half their monthly wage.37 But the commission dismissed James as ‘a worthless servant who was again and again provoking those in authority over him’.38


    Just how endemic the violence and sense of impunity were on the part of the plantation owners, and how often the system of regulation meant to protect the indentured was circumvented, can be seen from the case of Reynolds Brothers and their Esperanza sugar estate on the South Coast of Natal. Thomas and Lewis Reynolds arrived in Natal in 1850 from England. The Reynoldses’ future became linked to Umzinto when Lewis bought 2000 acres of land there. After Lewis’s death in 1875, Thomas took charge and swallowed adjoining estates like Ifafa, Equeefa, Maryville and Hawksworth Brothers. Thomas Reynolds was an important figure in settler society. He was acting magistrate for Umzinto in 1877 and served in the Legislative Council between 1881 and 1883. He opposed the appointment of the Wragg Commission, which he described as ‘as rotten an egg as ever laid’, and called for Indians to serve two terms of indenture and then be sent back to India.39


    When Thomas died in 1885, his sons, Frank and Charles, took over the estate, renaming it Reynolds Bros Ltd. As the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, the Reynolds brothers oversaw a reign of terror on their plantations. Using arbitrary physical punishments, a network of brutish Indian sirdars (foremen) and white overseers meted out a casual barbarism to the indentured workers that was hidden from the public eye.


    The Wragg Commission of 1887 referred to Charlie Reynolds preventing the Protector of Indian Immigrants, Louis Mason, from speaking to the workers on his estate. Reynolds defended his actions, saying that Mason had an ‘obnoxious’ effect on the Indians: after each visit by the Protector, workers tended to ‘defy their Sirdar and set people in authority at defiance’. After an earlier commission had forbidden flogging, Charles Reynolds submitted a petition to the Legislative Council in 1883 declaring that the prohibition displayed ignorance of how white people should deal with the ‘native races’.40 He told the Wragg Commission that the ‘coolies are too much protected now and that the protection system is overdone’. He wanted Indians to remain as agricultural workers after their period of indenture and not be allowed to open stores.41


    Charlie Reynolds continued to abuse his workers, aware that he had a powerful ally in the settler state. However, the story of abuse and mounting suicides threatened to become a public scandal with the intervention of Protector James Polkinghorne in 1906. On arrival at Esperanza station, he saw some newly assigned Indians alighting from the train and heard one officer remark, ‘Poor Devils, they will know Charlie [Reynolds] in the morning.’42


    Mungi Dhian Sing (25086) was one of those ‘poor Devils’. She died trying to make her way to Reynolds Bros. Nelson, a hotelkeeper, reported that her body ‘was left to rot by the roadside’. The Protector provided the sketchy details of how Mungi came to die. She had arrived with her husband, Halhori, in Natal in 1881. She was in an advanced stage of pregnancy and, according to Dr Bonnar, gave birth ‘instrumentally’ to a stillborn child in Durban on 12 August. The following day, still incapacitated, she was forced to go by rail to Isipingo with a group of Indians ‘under the supervision of Reynolds Bros’. From Isipingo, they had to walk 40 miles to Umzinto on a ‘cold and rainy day’ because ‘there was no wagon or means of shelter, the want of which was doubtless the cause of the poor young woman’s untimely death … When the woman complained of poor health, no attempt was made to obtain any sort of accommodation for her.’


    At a commission of inquiry instigated by Polkinghorne in 1906, evidence was given that women were forced to work until the seventh month of pregnancy, and denied rations when they stopped working, which was in breach of contract. Workers testified to being forced to carry heavy loads of sugar and being assaulted by sirdars, while overwork, malnourishment and squalid living conditions contributed to high rates of death, disease and suicide. As was their way, the commissioners made copious notes and displayed surprise at hearing stories of excesses while subjecting the testimony to much scepticism. Many settlers saw Indians as liars and masters at feigning illness and inventing stories of abuse.


    A star witness appeared in the form of Leon Renaud, an advocate in Durban who had supervised the Reynoldses’ mill from 1886 to 1894. Renaud’s evidence was difficult to refute. He testified how the working day of the indentured drove them to exhaustion. The workers ‘had no time to fetch wood nor cook their food, and they had to soak rice in water and eat that instead of food’. This led to dysentery. Workers were compelled to work at night. Physical thrashings were a regular occurrence. Dissent was dealt with harshly, by such means as the separation of men and women who were ‘fond’ of each other.


    While Reynolds Bros could not argue about the death rates, they provided an ingenious explanation that fed racist myths about the ‘Orient’. Charlie Reynolds’s first line of defence was that the Indians allotted to his estate were ‘not up to the standard of Indians allotted to other estates’. He resorted to racist tropes to justify the ‘terrible living conditions’ and lack of ventilation: ‘An Indian does not believe in the fresh air … Indians prefer a close, dry, and dark place, to an airy and bright one.’ As to charges of overwork, Reynolds was unapologetic: ‘Indians were brought into the country for the purpose of working and not of doing as little as possible.’ He told the commission that workers returned late at night to their huts, not because of overwork, but because they ‘prefer to visit the village or some of their friends on their way home’.


    Despite the mass of evidence marshalled by Polkinghorne, the commission was reluctant to take action. Natal’s Colonial Secretary advised Protector Polkinghorne on 17 August 1906 that he did ‘not consider it necessary to interfere with the management as long as the present improvement is maintained’. In reply Polkinghorne wrote to the Colonial Secretary on 20 September, saying it was a ‘shame and injustice that such a state of affairs should be allowed to continue and that as a statutory officer, I should be compelled to allot Indians to the company’. Polkinghorne concluded that it was ‘absolutely unfair to bring these Indians here on a specific agreement and work them like this’.


    In June 1908, following more complaints about Reynolds Estates, Polkinghorne wrote to the Colonial Secretary, saying it was ‘simply scandalous that such things should take place after the experience of the past’. He reminded the Colonial Secretary that he had tried in 1906 to ‘debar the Company from receiving any more Indians’ so long as Charles Reynolds held ‘the management of the Estate. I was overruled, and here we have the disgraceful state of affairs under his continued management.’


    Polkinghorne prevailed this time. Reynolds Bros was informed that indentured workers would not be allowed at Esperanza as long as Charlie Reynolds was in charge. While Charlie went on an overseas trip until the heat died down, Frank Reynolds assumed control of the estate and once more began receiving indentured labour. But when Charles returned, the workers were aghast: their tormentor seemed unrepentant and loudly swore revenge. The field wires of communication were once more set to work and the Protector was informed of Charles’s return. In turn the Protector informed Reynolds Bros that this would result in their labour supplies being stopped. Faced with a worker revolt and the termination of their labour supply, Charles Reynolds ‘again left for overseas and four years later [in 1912] died in a bar in Mexico City, allegedly stabbed in the back by a jealous husband’.43 His brother, Frank, became a member of parliament for Umzimkulu and was knighted in 1916 for his political and economic contributions in Natal.


    * * *


    While the archives reveal the pain and suffering endured by many indentured labourers, they also show how some Indians ‘took control of their migratory patterns, instituting kin and family regrouping, organising repatriation and terms of settlement onto and off the plantations’.44 One example is provided by the story of Goordeen Bhagoo and his wife, Golaba Lalsa, who arrived in Natal on the Warora in April 1890. They were from Lucknow, though the ship’s list has them as ‘residents of [French] Guadeloupe’ in the Caribbean. Born in Lucknow in 1865, Goordeen moved to Guadeloupe in 1881. After five years he returned to Lucknow, married Golaba, and together they emigrated to Natal. Goordeen and Golaba served their indenture with the Natal Government Railways in northern Natal.


    A canny entrepreneur who knew how to navigate his way in a hostile white settler environment, Goordeen opened a general dealer’s store at Charlestown, followed by branch stores in Newcastle and Ingagane. He was also a farmer and is the only Indian known to have sold horses to the British military during the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). In 1906, he opened a fourth store at Dannhauser. This did not deter him from answering Gandhi’s call for volunteers during the 1913 strike. Accordingly he travelled from Volksrust to Newcastle to help organise the strikers. Goordeen built deep roots in Africa. He used his resources to erect a temple in Newcastle. A stout, tough man, he also won fame as a wrestler. By the time he died in 1942, Goordeen and Golaba had sixteen children.


    Moonien and his wife emigrated to Natal in 1893, leaving their daughter Aiyamah with Moonien’s sister in Madras. She was two years old. The plan was to make some money and then return home. But once indenture had run its course, the couple realised that, on balance, they might be better off starting a new life in Natal. News from home, conveyed by newly arrived indentured workers, was not good. The aftermath of drought and then a devastating famine was still being felt. More and more peasants were being forced off the land and into a life of begging. By now, Moonien had found work as a barman in Duffs Road, Durban. They pined for Aiyamah. Would their 12-year-old daughter be able to join them?


    British Raj officials in Madras held that she would have to go as ‘a coolie emigrant’. Given their own experiences of indenture, how could they sign up their child to five years of servitude? They counted up their meagre savings. Everything would be put into paying for her passage. With some help, Moonien penned a letter on 6 April 1903 on which he pinned all his hopes. It was addressed to Parry & Co., the emigration agents for Natal. In it Moonien explained the circumstances of the parents’ separation from their child and their indentured service, and ended with these heart-rending words: ‘I beg you will address the agents at Madras, giving them authority to embark my said daughter by the emigration steamer upon my undertaking to pay for her passage. Of course, it will be understood that the girl should be delivered over to me on her arrival at the Port of Natal. This would be an act of charity, for which I would prove myself always worthy’.


    With payment made, letter sent, and the request accepted, Moonien went alone to the port, fearing that if his wife did not see her Aiyamah, it would be too much for her to bear. We have no record of his first glimpse of the daughter he did not know. But what we can surmise is that somewhere in the vicinity of Duffs Road, late one evening in June 1903, a mother held her daughter for the first time.


    A fascinating example of an Indian woman ‘working the system’ is presented by the story of Votti. Veeramah (Votti) Somayya arrived from Madras in 1890. She was 18 and single, but insisted on being assigned with her shipmates Govindsamy Naik and Bappu Ponnusami to work for Gavin Caldwell of Ifafa. She and Naik lived together as ‘man and wife’. When Naik hanged himself in November 1890, Votti then moved in with Bappu. On one occasion Bappu and Votti were jailed in Umzinto for seven days for desertion. They were then freed but deserted a day later. Their employer Caldwell blamed the ‘confounded woman. She will not work any, is always running off and my kitchen boy Bappu cannot do his work.’ Caldwell asked the Protector to transfer Votti. But the Protector replied that it would be difficult because Votti’s ‘conduct and character were too well known in the neighbourhood’.


    In March 1892 the Protector relented and transferred Votti to Charlie Nulliah. Bappu wanted to follow, but Votti told the Protector: ‘I have no husband in the colony although I have been living with Bappu … I do not wish to live any longer with Bappu.’ Nulliah had arrived in Natal with his indentured parents in 1863 and by the 1890s was himself an employer of indentured labour. Within months, Votti petitioned the Protector for another transfer. She made depositions to the magistrate in Durban on 6 January 1893, the magistrate in Pietermaritzburg on 7 February, and Francis Seymour Haden, the Colonial Secretary of Natal, in April, through her lawyer William Gallwey, claiming that she had agreed to look after Nulliah’s children but was made to work in the stable and kitchen and that Nulliah had made ‘indecent overtures to cohabit with me’. She said that the Protector ignored her complaints and jailed her ‘for being without a pass’. She told the Colonial Secretary, ‘You can cut my throat but I will not go back,’ and requested that he cancel her indenture to Nulliah and transfer her to ‘some respectable European person’.


    Despite the lack of evidence against Nulliah, Gallwey petitioned the Colonial Secretary on 11 April 1893 to transfer Votti, highlighting ‘the unprecedented action of the Protector in allotting or transferring to another Indian the services of an unmarried Indian woman’. He felt that ‘sexual desire’ was the reason why Nulliah refused to transfer Votti, whom he described as a ‘woman of prepossessing appearance’. Votti, in contrast to Nulliah, ‘bears a general good character and has worked lately for the magistrate for fourteen days and gave satisfaction to him’. Protector Mason disagreed and wrote to the Colonial Secretary on 1 May that he had known Nulliah ‘for many years and I believe him to be, although an Indian, a thoroughly honest and respectable man. I do not for one moment believe that he has been guilty of the charges brought against him.’ Mason felt that Votti was inventing the charges and that the magistrate, for whom she worked, should be charged with ‘harbouring’ a deserter. In reply, Gallwey said that ‘the presumption of immorality in the case of Indian men and women is very great; [though] the proof in individual instances may be difficult to establish’. Mason was forced to cancel the contract on 31 May 1893.


    Votti then married a ‘free’ Indian, with the name of Rangasami. Theirs was a violent marriage that lasted six years. In June 1898 Rangasami was fined for assaulting Votti; on 23 August 1899 he was imprisoned for three years for stabbing her. In March 1900, Votti instituted proceedings against Rangasami for a juridical separation ‘on grounds of cruelty’ and sued for maintenance, a half-share of his assets and the cost of the suit. Rangasami refused, testifying that he had been in the habit of handing over his monthly salary to Votti for household expenses as well as the bond on a property they had purchased. But the court ruled in Votti’s favour, granting the divorce with costs and dividing the assets equally.


    Votti disappears from the archives at this point. Like those of thousands of other indentured migrants, her story can never be fully recovered. It is stories like those of Votti that led Hilda Kuper, writing from the vantage point of the 1950s, to speak of indentured women as displaying ‘remarkable courage and ability, who though living in poverty, and exiled from kin, managed to retain religious practices and to build up a new family solidarity’.45
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    Betty Govinden (to the right of the tombstone), with her mother Devavarum Grace, brother Jonathan, aunt Purnaviniam and cousin Crocus. The family are paying homage to Betty’s grandmother Asseerwadhum, who arrived as an indentured migrant and worked on tea plantations.


    (Photo: Betty Govinden)


    
      Betty Govinden, teacher and educationist and descendant of indentured Indian labourers


      From the great ghats of India to Port Natal


      Patched together crossing the Kala Pani


      The children of rain and storm


      Finding no anchors in the wind


      Fated to be vagabonds of identity


      Their histories sinewed to their bones


      Start to till coolie canefields


      Learning the language and lore


      Of foreigners in foreign shores


      Producing sugar for an empire


      Their ladoos and rasgoolas


      A remembrance of things past


      Lighting the family God-lamp


      With suppliant hands


      Watched only by the stars


      Working with new kith and kin


      They slowly forge a new people


      A new heaven and a new earth


      A new spirit


      And a new freedom


      A new home in a new land


      – Betty Govinden, ‘Poem in Celebration of the 150th Anniversary of the Arrival of Indian Indentured Labourers’


    Devarakshanam (Betty) Govinden is the granddaughter of indentured workers from India. Her paternal grandfather was Durgapersadh, from Azamgarh in North India, who later worked as a lawyer’s clerk in Verulam, Eshowe and Stanger. Betty penned this poem in 2011 to commemorate the arrival of the first Indians in Natal 150 years before. Her own biography is a combination of the ‘remembrance of things past’ and an account of the development of ‘a new people’ and ‘a new spirit’. It is this interplay, this shifting and unstable frontier between what was left behind and what was new, that she seeks to capture.


    Born in 1944, she tells a fascinating story of her grandparents’ lives as indentured labourers in Kearsney on the North Coast of Natal. Kearsney was famed for its tea estates and its large Telegu-speaking Indian Baptist community whose church, built in 1903, stands to this day. During her childhood in Kearsney, Betty learnt about Pandita Ramabai, a Brahmin woman who converted to Christianity and became an early feminist social reformer in India. She and Sarojini Naidu, the Indian nationalist leader, were Betty’s grandmother’s heroines. As an adult, Betty visited Ramabai’s Mukti Mission and gravesite in Pune, India. The maternal family’s treasures included a book on Pandita Ramabai and others in Telegu which, Betty suggests, helped to ‘sustain the flagging spirits of … an itinerant soul, seeking a home in the borderlands of history’.46 The children also grew up speaking Hindi, Telegu, Tamil, Zulu and English.


    Betty began her primary schooling in Kearsney, then attended the mission school in Stanger established by her uncle, Pastor Samuel Manikkam, and Stanger High. She was among the first students to attend the university established for Indians in a discarded military barracks on Salisbury Island, in Durban Bay, where she enrolled for a BA degree in 1963. She recounts that as her family could not afford the fees, she interviewed successfully for a Daily News bursary. Her experiences of higher education were politically important as the university ‘spawned many political and community activists who struggled actively for change’.47


    Betty completed a whole string of degrees: BA, BA (Honours), UED (a teaching qualification), master’s and PhD in English literature. She taught at various schools and then joined the Education Department at the University of Durban-Westville. Education was a catalyst for the personal development and social mobility of many Indian women, enabling them to acquire what Betty calls a ‘new freedom’.


    Source: Govinden, ‘Remembering “Salisbury Island” ’.
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    ‘Free’ and ‘Passenger’ Indians:


    Planting Trees in South Africa


    The trade at the little rusted mabati duka,


    It prospered and did so very well,


    The myriad goods spread on the counter,


    Along with boxes of produce and grains,


    In the midst of all an eye-catching weighing scale,


    To weigh it all in pounds or ratli,


    Beside on the floor in front of the counter,


    Sat tins of ghee cooking oil and kerosene,


    Ladled out with a long handle tiny scoops,


    At only senti tano five cents each,


    Varied coloured cloths and clothes,


    From the roof beams hung,


    All in hot dusty winds gently swung,


    Over the tall shelves thickly loaded and stacked,


    With pencils pens ink pots envelopes writing pads,


    Needles reels of thread cards of buttons,


    Safety pins ribbons and hair clips,


    Combs hair pins safety razors,


    Shoe polishes penknives and blades,


    An accumulation of things myriad,


    Only the dukawalla knew what else the shelves held …


    – Kersi Rustomji, from ‘Ode to the Indian Dukawalla on East African Plains’1


    A mir Sing was born in Muzaffarnagar in Uttar Pradesh in 1861. In his early twenties he decided to indenture for work in Natal and arrived in the colony on the John Davie on 30 June 1883 with his brother Golab. His indenture number was 29277. Amir was assigned to the Acutt sugar estate in Inanda, north of Durban. He completed his five-year term of indenture and then transferred to the Effingham estate in Avoca, where he was promoted to sirdar (foreman). While at Avoca, he married Bhogaruthy, the colonial-born daughter of Sewsaye Sing and Phoobsbury Rameshur, who had arrived in Natal from Benares on the Jumnal in June 1877.


    Amir’s second term of indenture ended just as the colony of Natal was granted responsible government in 1893 and anti-Indianism was gaining ground. Despite this, Amir opted not to take up the offer of a free return passage to India and instead purchased a plot of land in Avoca. He grew fruit and vegetables before specialising in growing flowers. He acquired renown for his blue agapanthus, red hot pokers and red cluster roses, supplying flowers to the flower stalls at the Durban Central railway station and to florists in the city. He also delivered flowers by ox-cart to white homes in Red Hill. Amir was primarily responsible for Avoca gaining the reputation of a poolwa gaoh (flower village).


    Amir and Bhogaruthy had nine children: six daughters and three sons. Dalip and Ranjit became involved in flower farming, like their parents. Their younger brother, Debi Sing, who was born in 1913 and qualified as a teacher, carved out a reputation as a political figure, being a high-ranking official of the Natal Indian Congress (NIC) and secretary of the Anti-Segregation Council in the 1940s. He was imprisoned during the passive resistance campaign against land segregation of 1946–1948 and the Defiance Campaign of 1952; was arrested in 1956, along with the likes of Nelson Mandela and Ahmed Kathrada, and was charged in the Treason Trial; was imprisoned during the State of Emergency in 1960; and was subsequently placed under house arrest. He died in 1970.


    Amir Sing lived in a small wood-and-iron house until 1919, when he built a larger one facing Avoca Road. The home was renowned for its botanical garden. He was a devout Hindu and prayed under a large umdoni tree near the stream that ran through his farm. A small shrine had served the community for several decades, and Amir rallied community members to build a modest temple in 1920. It evolved in time into the beautiful Shree Lakshmi Narayan Temple, which serves the large surrounding community to this day. Amir’s son Dalip donated the land where Avoca Secondary School stands today.
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    Amir Sing’s son Dalip, celebrated for his expertise in cultivating flowers, shows off a 15-foot black mamba that threatened a worker on his flower plantation.


    (Photo: Vicki Bismilla)


    With his son Dalip managing the flower farm, Amir spent his last years at the temple, walking on the rolling hills of the flower farm, and sitting on the banks of the Umhlangane River, until his death on 27 November 1933. He was buried under one of his pear trees.


    Amir Sing’s great-grandchildren have distinguished themselves as professionals in many parts of the world: Australia, Canada, the UK and New Zealand. One of them, Vicki Bismilla, emigrated to Canada in 1970. She started as a teacher and subsequently served as a principal and superintendent of schools, and was appointed vice-president of Centennial College in Toronto. Her daughter Zia is a senior paediatrician at Toronto’s Hospital for Sick Children and a professor at the University of Toronto’s Medical School, while her son Zeyd is a professor of liberal arts at Centennial College. In 2016, Vicki Bismilla published her family’s story in Indentured: A Labourer’s Journey, from which this account is drawn.2


    Few Indians took the option of returning to India after completing their indentures, and even fewer re-indentured. In 1908 Ramsamy, a farmer from Cato Manor, explained to a reporter why Indians took to farming and market gardening: ‘Speaking to himself he says: “I have no capital, nor have I a trade, the hoe and I have been friends for the last five years, I have strength; if I put thrift on my side I will make one strong effort and see if I cannot succeed.” ’ Land was obtained from whites who were ‘ever willing to receive the Indian with open hands’. With the assistance of his wife and family, the beechwood and grass were cut, a wattle-and-daub house was constructed, and a life of ‘endless work’ began during which he paid his taxes, obeyed the laws, made his white landlord rich, and became a ‘useful citizen’.3


    In 1882 the Protector of Indian Immigrants reported that 1716 Indian indentured labourers had been given discharge certificates that year. Almost all of them began ‘working on their own account as farmers, gardeners, shopkeepers, hawkers, etc.’. While this was ‘injurious to the employer of labour’, it allowed ‘free’ Indians to raise themselves ‘in the social scale; with a little industry and moderate good fortune, the man who was yesterday a labourer becomes an employer, competing with his late master’. The Protector described Indians as an ‘orderly and respectable element in the population, and may be considered as eminently prosperous’.4


    In his 1887 report, the Protector wrote that it was ‘for the good of the Colony that such men who are healthy, acclimatised and aid in production and agriculture should not go home but remain in Natal and invest their savings here’.5 Indian agriculturists often rented bushy land from whites. When they turned the land into productive fields, the owner often repossessed it and moved the Indian farmer to an uncleared plot. In this way, Indians cleared land for farming in the colony.6 While the Protector saw this as a positive development, the Wragg Commission on Indian immigration reported that the ability of Indians ‘to compete with their former master and convert waste and unproductive lands into areas for the cultivation of crops, aggravated white feelings against the Indians’.7


    Indian agricultural activity also impacted on Africans. Africans and Indians were incorporated into white-ruled Natal society in different ways – according to what Partha Chatterjee has called the ‘rule of colonial difference’.8 This carried the potential of conflict between the two over scarce resources, the crumbs of white settler colonialism. Africans were not allowed to own land in the urban areas and often ended up renting shacks from Indian landlords. Where small pockets of land were open to Africans in semi-rural areas, they found themselves up against Indians who were taking up farming after completing their indentures. Small-scale African farmers also came under pressure as white landlords preferred Indian tenants, who were considered more ‘reliable’ because they met their rent on time and increased the value of the farm. More and more they displaced Africans as producers of fruit, vegetables and maize.


    Heather Hughes’s study of the African reserve of Inanda, outside Durban, shows how quickly differences became racialised. There were 14 000 Indians in Inanda by the 1890s. Many employed African labour.9 According to the 1904 census, Indians, numbering 21 474, formed 70.58 per cent of the population of the Inanda division.10 Mkontshwana, a Qadi chief, told the Native Affairs Commission of 1906–1907 that Africans were ‘in distress because they had been put under the heel of the Coolie’.11 The mission-educated John Langalibalele Dube, founder of the Ilanga newspaper and future president of the ANC, warned the commission that ‘if the policy of the government was continued … the aboriginal Natives of Natal would go to the wall’.12


    Hughes deals with Afro-Indian competition in a nuanced way, arguing that behind Dube’s ‘qualified support for segregation in the early twentieth century’ was ‘his fears of Indian land purchase and agricultural success [rather] than of white encroachment into African territory’. The ‘different points of entry of Africans and Indians into Natal’s colonial framework’, Hughes writes, ‘would leave a vexatious legacy to subsequent generations of political leadership, even to those most sincerely committed to an ideology of nonracialism’.13 This is a thread that continues into the present.


    Instead of turning to farming, some of the ex-indentured opened trading stores. The Wragg Commission of 1885–1887 recorded the testimony of Teluksing, one of the first Indian shopkeepers in Durban. Once he completed indenture, he did not go into market gardening like most of his contemporaries but used his freedom to open a store on West Street, Durban. He sold perishable goods and clothing. He told the commission that ‘at the termination of his period of indenture, the ambition of the Indian is to become a landed proprietor, and, after amassing a considerable amount of money, to go back to their own country’.14 Teluksing told the commission that he had been ‘dealing with white merchants only. I get my goods cheaper from them: they include rice, which I buy from Messieurs Arbuckle, Dunn and Rennie.’15 Initially, white merchants benefited from the likes of Teluksing, who were reliant on them, but when Indians subsequently arrived with capital and access to goods from across the oceans, and snapped at the heels of settler dominance, they evoked both fear and repugnance among whites.


    According to the 1891 census, ex-indentured Indians – termed ‘free’ Indians in official discourse – listed their employment as shopkeeper, storeman, barber, butcher, carpenter, bricklayer, goldsmith, hawker, baker, domestic, gardener, basket-maker, tailor, shoemaker, clerk, constable or interpreter.16 A few established a fishing village on Salisbury Island. Small traders also did well, with magistrates’ reports from the late 1870s lamenting that Indians were displacing whites from trade in many parts of the colony.17


    The plantation held the indentured captive and spare time was limited to the confines of the barracks. But as they freed themselves, and as merchants and their assistants began to arrive from India, the spatial configuration of Durban and the areas on the North and South Coasts changed dramatically. Indian settlements mushroomed and small farms operated by Indians sprouted in areas that ranged from Verulam and Tongaat to Umzinto and Umkomaas. The 1904 census revealed, for example, that there were 11 028 Indians in Lower Tugela (compared with 957 whites and 2887 Africans), 22 998 in Umlazi (6244 whites and 1178 Africans), 15 631 in Durban (31 302 whites and 1172 Africans), 5280 in Pietermaritzburg (15 086 whites and 2079 Africans), and 1136 in Ladysmith (2269 whites and 1041 Africans). In urban centres as well as rural ones, de facto residential and commercial segregation was observed.


    There was much communal sharing of knowledge as wood-and-iron houses sprang up and a system of bartering goods began to take shape. Brightly painted temples and the minarets of mosques came to share space with vernacular and secular schools. And freedom from the regimented control of the plantation was celebrated with the playing of the tabla, performance of the six-foot dance, and the outpouring of communal festivals. Sometimes these festive occasions would take to the streets of Durban. Police reports show how disconcerted the white burghers of the town were as Indians paraded images of their gods, drank alcohol, and fought running battles with each other and the police in the streets.
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    Indian fruit and vegetable sellers.


    (Photo: Gandhi–Luthuli Documentary Centre)


    As the indentured became market gardeners or took up other employment, they spread across Natal, their presence quickly becoming embedded in the landscape and creating a market for goods. This attracted Indian traders following the lines of Empire, who began arriving in the 1870s. Their ‘low operating costs and knowledge of the market allowed them to make rapid inroads to the detriment of European competitors’.18 Small traders, termed dukawallahs (duka means ‘store’), were soon to be found across the colony of Natal, mainly in the rural areas. Most arrived without capital, worked for relatives or fellow villagers for some years, then went into hawking, while some went on to open small stores. They bought goods on credit from the larger Indian wholesalers or their former employers.


    Dukawallahs helped white and Indian wholesalers to sell their goods throughout the colony. They followed the Natal railway lines inland and along the coast, renting premises on white-owned farms or homesteads in African locations, where they established mud-and-iron shops and provided credit to both white and African customers.19 They sold a range of goods to their diverse clientele. ‘Passenger’ migration was predicated on the back-and-forth movement of goods and people between villages and towns and across oceans, countries and continents. This made for transnational living patterns and business operations, and in the process households became split for prolonged periods.


    Indian traders ‘pioneered into the remote, undeveloped areas of the country and brought distributive services to the European farmer and the African peasantry’.20 According to the Pretoria businessman H.E. Joosub, Indians made their way to all parts of the country, even remote areas where ‘they were welcomed since they were able to supply the barest necessities of life to scattered White and Bantu [African] communities’. While whites ‘were mostly engaged in farming and Government service’, Indians, ‘with their adventurous spirit, were among the pioneers in the field of commerce … establishing themselves in remote areas where medical aid was not within easy reach and where there were no railways and no communications’.21


    As Indian traders began to fan out, white settlers were confronted with a different set of people, who may have looked like the indentured labourers and originated from the same British colony but were not encumbered by contracts or subjected to the arbitrary power of employers. Classed as aliens, they were resented as competitors who did not know or had not earned their place. This made for an explosive situation. In addition to living in constant fear of a Zulu rebellion, whites in Natal now faced what they saw as a brown-skinned threat to their way of living and their economic dominance. Expecting what they perceived as the subservience of the indentured on the plantation, the servility of the waiter at the local watering hole, or the docility of hawkers – Sammy and Mary, as they were known in local parlance – whites instead encountered people of independence who sought to claim their rights as subjects of the British Empire.
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    The Lazarus family.


    (Photo: Susan Samuels)


    Aboobaker Amod Jhaveri was reputedly the first ‘passenger’ Indian trader to arrive at Port Natal. Born in 1852 in Porbandar in Kathiawad, Gujarat, he left home for Calcutta as a teenager, then emigrated to Mauritius, where he joined Ajam Goolam Hoosen and Co. Aged 18, he made his way to the Transvaal in 1870 to explore business opportunities there and opened a store in Potchefstroom.22 Eyeing the growing Indian population in Natal, he moved to Verulam on the colony’s North Coast in 1872. He subsequently established stores in Tongaat, Verulam and Durban in partnership with his cousin Hajee Mahomed Haji Dada.


    Aboobaker was the first Indian trader recorded in the Natal Almanac, Directory and Yearly Register: being owner of a store in West Street, Durban, he appeared in the 1877 edition as an ‘Arabian Merchant and General Importer’.23 Aboobaker told the Wragg Commission of 1885–1887 that he had come via Mauritius because of promising business prospects in Natal. He had a business in Calcutta and an agency in Bombay. He sold rice, dhal, spices, dates and haberdashery to small Indian retailers across the colony, and pre-packaged rations to employers of indentured workers. He purchased dried fish from Indians on Salisbury Island off Durban Bay, which he exported to Mauritius and the Cape.24 He claimed to outperform white traders because of his contacts in India and his low overheads.25 He probably outworked them, too.


    Aboobaker’s ability to buy and sell was facilitated by partners in other port cities, who arranged the supply of goods, which he transported on his own ships. Mauritius and Calcutta were his primary sources of goods in the 1870s and 1880s. Imports from Bombay increased in the 1880s as family members established themselves in that city. He employed young men from his home village as store assistants.


    Aboobaker was appointed Natal’s first ‘Indian postmaster-general’ in February 1881, handling all post for Indian recipients, a position he held until A. Chetty was appointed full-time postmaster in July 1882. He was also appointed the colony’s first Muslim marriage officer on 14 May 1881 and built the Jumuah Masjid on Grey Street, Durban, in the same year. His wide-ranging testimony to the Wragg Commission included complaints that Indians could not practise their religion freely and that unequal sex ratios among indentured migrants made stable family relationships impossible. He also expressed concern about rising anti-Indianism.


    In July 1886 Aboobaker returned to India, where he died of cholera in August 1887. The Natal Mercury reported his death on 11 August: ‘Deceased was a man of keen perceptive faculties and took an eager interest in the doings of the town and colony generally, and his loss will be severely felt by the Indians and Arabs of the town, to whom he often proved a good friend.’


    Aboobaker’s story is revealing on many levels. He was a pioneer, entering new territory, both literally and figuratively. His extensive business interests reached across the British Empire. He was both an importer and exporter, and owned and chartered ships to move goods between England, Africa and India. Aboobaker came from Porbandar, the birthplace of Mohandas K. Gandhi, who would arrive in Durban in 1893 at the behest of Aboobaker’s cousin Dada Abdullah.26 Wealthier traders like Aboobaker were conspicuous in Durban because of the location of their stores, the mosques they built, and their dress, which consisted of a skullcap (topi or fez), trousers (izzar), tight waistcoat with silk buttons, and chemise (kamis). They were sometimes referred to as ‘Arabs’.


    The world of the ‘passenger’ involved the movement of Indian traders and work-seekers across the Indian Ocean during a period of intense European imperial expansion from the latter half of the nineteenth century until the outbreak of the First World War. This created new commercial opportunities in Southeast Asia, East Africa and the Middle East.27 As a result India became the ‘fulcrum of the Indian Ocean’.28 For one thing, the ports of Surat and Bombay were within easy reach of East Africa, and monsoon winds facilitated travel towards the African coast in winter and away from it in summer. From the 1850s steamships increased mobility as they permitted travel throughout the year. By the 1880s, Indians had ‘secured a solid middle-tier status in the economy of the British Empire in the Indian Ocean’.29


    Michael O’Sullivan entitled his book on Gujarati traders No Birds of Passage in response to the contention of Sir Bartle Frere, among many others, that Indian traders were ‘ “birds of passage”, as likely to make Africa their home “as a young Englishman in Hong Kong” ’. On the contrary, O’Sullivan argued, Indian traders ‘planted deep roots in multiple parts of the Indian Ocean region’.30 (Much the same could be said for the indentured.) A visitor to Mombasa in Kenya observed in 1901 that the city looked ‘like the counterpart of a big and flourishing Indian city’.31 Winston Churchill wrote in 1908 that Indian traders had penetrated parts of Kenya into which ‘no white man could go or in which no white man could earn a living’.32


    Despite the heterogeneity of the migrants who did not arrive under the system of indenture, the progressive Durban educationist Mabel Palmer introduced the term ‘passenger’ to describe them and also equated ‘passengers’ with Gujaratis.33 This is understandable because many Gujaratis opened businesses on the main streets of the larger towns of South Africa and dominated trade. We need to keep in mind, though, that ‘Gujarati’ referred to people from regions such as Kutch, Kathiawad and Gujarat proper, who differed in caste, class, language, ethnicity and religion, and who did not refer to themselves as Gujaratis.34


    In the 1980s, mainly as a result of the historian Maureen Swan’s class analysis of South African Indians, ‘the term passenger Indian became associated with wealth’.35 This equation has also since come under scrutiny. A small number of traders were transnational in their scope and organisation and, like Aboobaker Amod, exploited opportunities within the Empire. Some had stores in multiple colonies, owned ships, and operated head offices in India for the supply of goods. Prominent firms included Dada Abdoolla and Co., Parsee Rustomjee, and M.C. Camroodeen and Co. They have come to represent the ‘passenger’ in both the academic literature and popular discourse.
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