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    The Three Wise Monkeys in Imperial and Colonial Southern Africa


    The origins of the three wise monkeys, some speculate, lie in Hinduism, and the maxims surrounding them made their way into the wider world via the Silk Road. Confronted with the choice of going east or west, the monkeys went east, where, they believed, they were more likely to find succour than in the west. Their wisdom was readily adopted, perhaps adapted, by Confucius, making an early appearance in his Analects hundreds of years before the Christian era. In the 16th century, Buddhist monks, valuing their lessons, ferried them silently across the South China Sea to take up residence in Japan.


    By then seasoned travellers, the monkeys moved easily through the forest of ancient religions abounding on Honsh¯u Island. It was with Koshin, God of the Roads, a friend to Buddhist, Shinto and Taoist wanderers alike, that they felt most at home. Fittingly, they are honoured on a carved wooden panel at the Toshogu Shrine, at Nikko¯, in the region where they were widely respected.


    How, why or by whom the three were smuggled into the Anglophone world is unclear, but it took some time. Only in the 20th century did they put in an appearance in Western popular culture. An air of mystery clung to them and, perhaps incongruously, they were occasionally reported as having been seen in military arenas where notions of discipline and obedience are always de rigueur. By then, however, their wisdom may already have undergone a rather subtle cultural twist.


    In their earliest Eastern setting, the messages of the primates may have come across as a positive proactive injunction to those seeking to live the good life and cultivate a sense of tranquillity. Evil in its many forms existed; it was rooted in place, totem-like. Those in search of wisdom should be pre-emptive and do something to avoid it by averting their eyes, not listening to it or speaking of it. Evil was fixed, but intelligent people could navigate their way around it. By acknowledging its existence and acting, the potential for evil could be minimised.


    But something had been lost in translation by the time that Mizaru, Kikazaru and Iwazaru got to whisper to English speakers in their customary hushed tones. Wickedness still existed, as it did, always, everywhere, but it was no longer static; it was mobile and on the move towards people. And so, instead of being proactive and doing something, as back in the East, folk needed to sit tight and do nothing – see no evil, hear no evil and speak no evil. It was as if people were urged to recognise the presence of evil, and then promptly to deny its existence.


    The wisdom of the Three Wise Monkeys came to southern Africa via English, from the West, replete with a cultural coding that encouraged settler ideologies of denial, rootedness and silence when confronted by moral ambiguities. In a setting where colonialism and imperialism posed questions of profound ethical importance about issues of conquest, occupation and gross dispossession, the willingness to see no evil, hear no evil and speak no evil held some appeal. How those ancient directives – in both their old active and new passive form – helped shape the deeply entangled social history of 20th-century South Africa and Mozambique is the subject of these three volumes. Only by seeing, hearing and speaking honestly about the past can we hope to understand a troubled present.

  


  
    THREE WISE MONKEYS


    II

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    Calvinism was unloaded in South Africa as an important part of Jan van Riebeeck’s conceptual baggage when he and his party disembarked in Table Bay, on Saturday 6 April 1652. Dutch Reformed Protestant churches, without meaningful local rivals among white settlers, remained theologically dominant institutions in a company-constructed commercial dispensation designed to provide passing ships with fresh agricultural products and other necessities. Three decades later, the ranks of the true believers were bolstered by the arrival of the Huguenots, Protestant refugees fleeing persecution in Catholic France.


    Commercial farming and Protestantism, the latter in many different variants, became deeply woven into the fabric of rural white South Africa and enjoyed a largely untroubled relationship for more than two centuries as farmers took their religion ever further inland. In 1851, when the Rev N Hofmeyr of the Dutch Reformed Church arrived in the Hantam Karoo, he did not hesitate to name the new parish after perhaps the Reformed Church’s greatest earthly hero of all. Calvinia, the only town in the world so named, reminds us of that pre-industrial marriage.


    The authority of the Bible in times and places not richly blessed with books or fully literate people, the sovereignty of God in an unpredictable world dominated by nature rather than man, the doctrine of predestination in a continent undergoing European colonisation, along with a strong emphasis on social discipline and scrutiny – all of this settled relatively easily into the countryside, where isolated farmers lived in hope of finding markets for their products. But, as we are often told, beware of what you wish for. Barely two decades after the baptism of Calvinia, diamonds were discovered in the interior of the Cape and, just two decades later, in the 1880s, gold in the trans-Vaal.


    These inert, lifeless commodities, destined for purchase and display by the nobility, ruling classes and wealthy around the world – the ultimate outlet for diamonds and gold – could not have been further removed from grapes, maize or wheat than was Christchurch, in New Zealand, from Dutch-speaking Calvinia, in the Cape Colony. The promise of the new South African mining towns, from Kimberley to Krugersdorp, was that they provided venerable Calvinists in the countryside with access to the urban markets they craved. The problem was that the same centres became home to tens of thousands of urbanised immigrants, many of them better-educated, English-speaking, literate, secular and resentful of church-driven social discipline that sought to curtail their drinking, modern entertainments, gambling, sport and other forms of recreation.


    From the moment that gemstones and nuggets were found in the interior, the question was always going to be how the Calvinist template that had served a dominant, conservative, patriarchal governing rural elite for centuries would hold up when superimposed on an industrial revolution and an urban proletariat. More specifically, how would the entrenched notions of moral propriety and social discipline that emanated from the dominees and the dorps be received by the new mining capitalists and the unruly working class they sought to control? These are questions that economic and social historians have either long avoided or ignored, but that remain deserving of serious answers.


    Attempts to curtail the operation of most markets on Sundays, such as the Cape Colony’s Ordinance No. 1 of March 1838, predated the mineral discoveries. But the catalysts of urbanisation – diamonds in Kimberley, and gold in Johannesburg – unleashed new commercial pressures and sharpened legislative responses from governments in states that had never advocated established churches. In the Cape, the Lord’s Day Observance Act No. 19 of 1895 once again focused on curbing shop and market activity on the Sabbath but also prohibited public performances ‘calculated to bring ridicule, contempt or disrespect upon religion or morality’. In Kruger’s South African Republic, Act No. 28 of 1896, the so-called Sunday Act, prohibited trading and ‘certain games and public entertainments’ and provided for ‘the seizure and destruction of articles used at such games and entertainment’. Calvinists accustomed to, comfortable with and respectful of the rhythms of church and countryside sought to ensure that the Sabbath was honoured by commercial and social death, by the inactivity of the working classes in the burgeoning towns and cities. Some of that very early litmus legislation remained on the statute books well into the 21st century.


    Many urban residents, drawn from different classes, chafed at the restrictive Sunday observance laws, which were among the most consistently debated and sullenly resented in the emerging cities. On the Witwatersrand, the issue was further complicated by the nature of deep-level mining, which demanded continuous maintenance and ongoing operations. It made for a politically sensitive, overlapping three-way contestation between mine owners, white workers and the state.


    The Mines and Works Act No. 12 of 1911 legalised essential work on Sundays, but, almost at once, managerial abuses led to the appointment of a wide-ranging Sunday Observance Commission. But so sensitive were the issues, and so complex the possible policy ramifications across town and countryside, that it was not until 1914 that the commission’s report was tabled in parliament. White miners had to win the right not to have to work on Sundays, and governments reserved the right to try and determine how their remaining leisure hours were spent on the Sabbath and weekdays.


    God-fearing Afrikaners referred to Johannesburg as Duiwelsdorp (Satan’s City), a name that spoke not only to how Calvinists viewed the place but also to how its cosmopolitan residents, composed largely of young single males, spent most of their leisure hours. Every administration, from the early 1890s until World War I, passed new laws designed to control or eradicate excessive alcohol consumption, gambling and prostitution, which had the effect of driving most such activities underground, where they were controlled by foreign, professional, criminal syndicates.


    From the time of Union, in 1910, and for decades prior to that, those leisure-time and recreational activities that failed to qualify as sport and were deemed as being morally abhorrent occupied an ideologically cramped space in the minds of Calvinists and legislators. Crime, place and time clustered together on a conveniently identifiable urban spectrum. God was more at home in the countryside than in the city, but as a predominantly single male workforce gradually gave way to a more settled, family-focused white working class, Protestants had renewed reasons for hope. By the 1920s and 1930s, the state, benefiting from the underlying social changes the Witwatersrand was undergoing, had suppressed many of the most execrable operations associated with morally repugnant criminal activities.


    The expanded control of many leisure-time activities by the state and the rigorous social policing of Sunday recreational activities by the churches were, however, never acceded to uncritically by the emerging white middle and working classes in the cities. Indeed, as the economy grew and stabilised during the 1920s, shook off the worst effects of the Great Depression and then positively prospered in the 1930s, the most resented Calvinist laws were often defied, ignored and resisted.


    A marginal growth in disposable incomes and increased leisure time won through trade-union struggles encouraged the white middle and working classes not only to partake more freely of the remaining, pared-down recreational activities but to go beyond organised sport and look further afield – including to Mozambique – to escape the clutches of socially oppressive religious dogma. A national movement opposed to almost all forms of gambling other than church raffles, and intrinsic to Calvinist thinking that encouraged thrift, failed to gain traction, and by the late 1930s Protestant leaders across much of the Witwatersrand were feeling somewhat demoralised.


    In the cities the Dutch Reformed clergy, along with their English-speaking counterparts, sensed that organised religion was losing some of its traction in white working-class communities. Leading Methodist ministers, raised in the evangelical traditions of Wesley and the industrial revolution, felt that people no longer had a love of the church, and denounced Johannesburg as a ‘pagan’ city. An interdenominational march called on congregants to return to the fold, and in 1939, the mayor, sensing growing fears about the outbreak of war, led a public ‘back-to-church’ movement but failed to move the masses.


    Some in the slowly expanding middle class, and many in the more populous white working class, had, for decades past, been exploring ways of using such disposable income as they had to escape a tedious working week that culminated in the social death that was Sunday. One of the clues to what they were thinking was to be found in their eagerness to pass through the turnstiles of the Calvinist mind and the South African state and spend their annual vacations in nominally Catholic Lourenço Marques, beyond easy reach of Protestant tethers.


    For a time, Lourenço Marques, a sleazy port catering for the leisure and recreational preferences of passing sailors, and Johannesburg, a wild frontier settlement catering for miners, shared a not dissimilar social profile in which alcohol, gambling and prostitution featured prominently. But rapidly diverging financial fortunes saw to it that these, initially overlapping, profiles were subjected to change at a different pace. The port retained much of the initial character of its demi-monde even as that of the mining camp-turned-town shrank, with the latter’s peripatetic male workers progressively making way for a resident white working class focused on family life.
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    ‘LM’ as a white tropical paradise, in the period between the two world wars.


    This, in turn, meant that between 1910 and the mid-1930s, as the South African state clamped down on the classic social ‘evils’ and ‘vices’ that slowed Johannesburg’s struggle to become a more industrially mature city, Lourenço Marques – hoping to change its own social profile and become a more ‘respectable’ satellite recreational outlet for better-off Witwatersrand holidaymakers – lagged behind. During those same years, those whites wishing to escape some of the restrictions imposed on them by a Calvinist state continued to frequent neighbouring Catholic Mozambique and partake of its ‘social evils’.


    Successive South African governments found the annual winter exodus of whites to the fleshpots of the adjoining Mozambican coast distressing. Lourenço Marques was perceived as being at the centre of a morally hazardous zone, posing a particular danger to women testing the outer limits of Calvinism and patriarchal society as they sought to exercise the rights of economic independence and sexual freedom that came with being modern, ‘new’ women. After World War I, single women were forced to produce a ‘letter of permission’ signed by a parent or a ‘respectable citizen’ and presented to a magistrate before they were allowed to proceed to Catholic Mozambique. To the same end – control – the state denied, confiscated or withdrew the ‘tourist passports’ of women suspected of going to Lourenço Marques to take up positions as barmaids, casino hostesses, dancers or prostitutes. The police circulated the names of women thought to be contemplating marriage to Portuguese nationals. Those who somehow sneaked through the net and ended up working in insalubrious establishments were, under dubious legal provisions, simply deported by the South African consul.


    The post-World War I administration in Mozambique, keen to shed Lourenço Marques’s dependence on those inland visitors interested largely in exploring morally questionable forms of recreation on low budgets, made a conscious effort to improve the city’s infrastructure, hoping that better-appointed hotels might appeal to wealthier South African tourists. But instead of concentrating on the emerging middle class on the Rand, as it did after World War II, it chose to link up with South African mining capitalists and construct a state-of-the art upmarket hotel that, as at Estoril, outside Lisbon, might draw elite visitors from across the Western world.


    A serious misreading of the emerging tourist market left the Polana Hotel as the finest of all financial white elephants in southern Africa. While Johannesburg’s middle classes helped pump new life into Lourenço Marques during the 1950s and into the 1960s, the Polana Hotel, which changed owners several times, proved to be financially draining for its various proprietors. South Africa’s Anglophone upper crust, focused largely on English-speaking Cape Town when they were not in or around Park Lane, felt that Catholic, Portuguese-speaking Lourenço Marques had limited appeal. And, to make matters worse, after World War II, many in the Rand’s middle classes abandoned southern Mozambique as a holiday destination, choosing instead to spend their vacations in culturally more comfortable Durban. Lourenço Marques always offered South African tourists what Nadine Gordimer once saw as a ‘Little Escape’ from the rigours of a church-dominated social dispensation, but it failed to develop a modern tourist infrastructure that could capture – and hold – the white middle classes.
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    If the Mozambican administration failed in its long-term efforts to hold on to the bodies and holiday spend of South Africa’s middle and working classes in the 20th century, then it succeeded spectacularly in securing their minds and money in another venture that exploited interstitial spaces created by Calvinist excess and Sunday social death.


    For four decades, from the mid-1930s to the mid-1970s, Lourenço Marques Radio (LMR) was the commercial success favoured by those white South African listeners in search of the popular music that helped shaped much of the modern, urban, secular cultures in the United States and United Kingdom. Youthful Afrikaans- and English-speaking audiences in the southern hemisphere may have been locked into a political Calvinist time capsule for the better part of half a century, but they were also increasingly aware that, somewhere out there, in the northern hemisphere, there was a different world, one where greater cultural and social freedoms underwrote a lifestyle they could aspire to. Through their ears, young and young-at-heart South Africans passed through another turnstile of the mind and got a glimpse of modernity.


    The irony was that it was Calvinism – narrowly construed – that helped both to create and ultimately, through a devious and dirty war, to destroy LMR. When, in 1934, Prime Minister JBM Hertzog’s United Party belatedly stumbled into the need for a state broadcasting system, it chose as its adviser and guide into the modern world the son of a Scottish Presbyterian minister whose private and public morals were not always of a piece. It was Sir John Reith, with his dislike of commerce and jazz, and unwillingness to tolerate anything other than a funereal approach to broadcasting on the Sabbath, who gave Hertzog the BBC-like template that became South Africa’s Broadcasting Act 22 of 1936.


    The problem was that Reith’s legal template was, in some respects, already dated, if not fatally flawed. An islander, Reith thought like an islander. He failed to appreciate fully that radio transmitters were no respecters of national borders. Back in England, the ether was already being exploited by commercial broadcasts emanating from continental Europe. Calvinist South Africa, pushed up against Catholic Mozambique in the northeast, was no less vulnerable to the penetration of its airspace by transmissions originating from beyond the border. Nor did the great man appreciate fully the cost implications for broadcasting in a country that demanded a bilingual service for a white nation in the making. South Africa was divided between rural-based Afrikaans speakers, conservatives spread over an enormous expanse of territory and largely without financial backing, and better-off, low-order English-speaking ‘progressives’ clustered in cities along the Witwatersrand and with relatively easy access to commercial funding.


    The gaps in Reithian thinking may have escaped the notice of Hertzog, who took little interest in the future of broadcasting, but they did not elude GJ McHarry, a young Johannesburg entrepreneur. McHarry hurriedly obtained a concession from the Mozambique administration for a station that would not only carry revenue-generating commercial advertisements but also provide listeners with ready access to popular light music, including on the moribund Sundays patrolled by the Calvinists. Lourenço Marques Radio took to the airwaves in the same year that the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) launched its services.


    McHarry did not miss a beat. In the aftermath of World War II, he recruited former British Army officers familiar with monitoring the listening habits of the troops and civilian populations and professionalised the management of LMR. From their Johannesburg offices, the firm of Davenport & Meyer (Pty) Ltd provided the outstanding market research and public relations initiatives that drove LMR’s cultural successes. The SABC remained on a tight Calvinist rein and hobbled along beneath the weight of its beloved Sunday shell. By the time the SABC belatedly launched its own revenue-seeking station, Springbok Radio, in May 1950, LMR already dominated the commercial airwaves.


    The tide began to turn later that decade, albeit slowly at first. After its electoral triumph in 1948, the National Party’s vanguardist think-tank, the Afrikaner Broederbond, took an increasing interest in broadcasting, hoping to consolidate its hold on ethnic loyalists and extend the political and ideological construction of a homogeneous white ‘nation’.


    In 1959, the inner workings of the SABC were captured when Dr PJ Meyer turned himself into the executive chairman of the board. Under Meyer – apostle of apartheid, Calvinist modernist and ultra-nationalist – the capital-gobbling SABC expanded exponentially and grew increasingly resentful of LMR. Not only did LMR consciously cultivate a secular contempt for weekend social imprisonment, as evidenced by the success of its flagship Sunday-night programme, the ‘LM Hit Parade’, but it diverted commercial funding into Mozambique.


    In Meyer’s mind, however, these cultural and financial constraints, in an otherwise economically buoyant decade, were soon eclipsed by new and far more dangerous threats. In the 1960s and early 1970s, African nationalist wars of liberation spread rapidly through much of the wider region, leaving white South Africa increasingly isolated and with the possibility of LMR one day falling into ‘enemy’ hands. The threat of ‘hostile’ broadcasts being beamed into the country from Lourenço Marques, by freedom fighters intent on liberating black South Africans from the heavy burdens of apartheid, was all too real.


    For much of the 1960s and early 1970s Meyer attempted, through regular commercial channels, to buy a controlling interest in either the Rádio Clube de Moçambique (RCM), which, in partnership with McHarry, had the licence for LMR, or Davenport & Meyer (Pty) Ltd, the company that shaped the station’s ongoing success. More importantly, he also engaged in an overt and covert campaign to gain control of the station.


    Always ambitious – to the point where he was viewed with considerable suspicion by leading figures in cabinet – Meyer crafted a Radio Amendment Act, or, as he preferred to refer to it in private, a ‘Piracy Act’. The purpose of the draft act was to silence LMR and protect South Africans from ‘attacks on the mind’. But his attempt to get new legislation passed that might somehow offend the South African government’s military ally in the war against the liberation movements failed, as did his initial endeavour to gain commercial control of LMR.


    But the deteriorating security situation in colonial southern Africa played increasingly into Meyer’s hands. With the assistance of the Minister of Defence, PW Botha, Meyer cultivated leading figures in the Portuguese Army at home and abroad. By 1970, the Lisbon government, by then the majority shareholder in RCM, was as stretched financially as it was militarily. The SABC signed a contract with RCM in a secret deal, and two years later McHarry disposed of his interests in LMR. The SABC had, after a long struggle, gained covert control of its outstanding regional competitor.


    It was, however, a pyrrhic victory since by then, without the drive and thrust of the dynamic, enthused services of Davenport & Meyer, advertising revenue from LMR had fallen drastically. The SABC had won the fight to ensure that the political content of LMR would never pose a threat to the security of the South African state but lost the means with which to finance that control. And, when the Mozambique Liberation Front (Frelimo) assumed control of Lourenço Marques’s Radio Palace, the SABC lost virtually all that Meyer and his board had striven to acquire in a decade-long struggle.


    At 5 am on the morning of 12 October 1975, after nearly four decades of lively broadcasting to cultural agnostics in South Africa, LMR finally went off the air. Meyer’s dirty war for total political control of the national airwaves had received a setback. But such was his Calvinist, ultra-nationalist fixation on the evils of pop music and the need to honour the Sabbath that Meyer had long since put a contingency plan in place. The very next day, 13 October 1975, the SABC’s Radio 5 went on air to provide lovers of pop music with a censored, short-back-and-sides version of modern youth culture.


    Ever since the formation of the Union, in 1910, Calvinist conservatives tried – with mixed success – to ensure that the South African state controlled those turnstiles of the white mind that led to Catholic Mozambique and unwanted, modern ‘liberal’ tendencies. Today, it is African nationalists, far more tolerant of cultural differences, who insist on controlling the SABC for party-political reasons. A luta continua. 

  


  
    PART I


    TOURIST DREAMS AND DREAMS OF A TOURISM INDUSTRY: JOHANNESBURG AND LOURENÇO MARQUES, CIRCA 1910–1955


    You must know this, and a number of other things about our life in Johannesburg to understand what Lourenço Marques, a small resort on the coast of Portuguese East Africa, means to us. Indeed, I cannot imagine what we would do without it … We go to Lourenço Marques, it’s our Little Escape. 
NADINE GORDIMER, ‘South African Riviera’, 1957


    Within months of Nadine Gordimer’s murmuring about the importance of having an east coast bolt-hole to elude the rigours of South African life, her fado-like refrain was being matched, albeit in prosaic form and at a tangent, by a most unlikely official source – a prominent Afrikaner nationalist. During a brief visit to Lisbon, Dr EG Jansen, the second-to-last Governor General of the Union of South Africa, while bending the diplomatic knee to the cynically propagated myth that Mozambique was a ‘province’ of Portugal rather than a brutally neglected far-off colony, enthused: ‘By a happy accident we are neighbours.’


    Jansen’s was a cheerfully myopic observation, one that overlooked the fact that he represented a white-minority Calvinist regime deeply committed to an extremist form of racial segregation and social conservatism, while his nominally Catholic hosts prided themselves on a supposedly more open and forgiving form of ‘Lusotropicalism’, one accommodating of non-racialism. But since diplomacy is the art of sipping arsenic as if it were champagne, he pushed on. ‘I believe’, he told the press, ‘that we should be grateful to history for this accident.’1


    But mere propinquity is, alas, seldom enough to guarantee a happy outcome when it comes to the historical relationship between countries. Sharing a border was never in itself enough to draw Mozambique and South Africa into an authentic, closer, organic association. As Edward Said once pointedly reminded us:


    Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and interesting because it is not only about soldiers and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about myths and imaginings.2


    It requires but little reflection to appreciate just how deep such geographically derived complexities can run when reconstructing the intricate historical connections that developed around tourists and tourism between 20th-century South Africa and southern Mozambique and, more especially, between Johannesburg and Lourenço Marques.


    A rudimentary settlement on Delagoa Bay since 1544, Lourenço Marques was designated a ‘town’ in 1876, not long after the discovery of diamonds near Kimberley. In 1887, just twelve months after the opening of the Witwatersrand goldfields and the founding of Johannesburg, a town council cemented its new status. Then, in 1898, unconsciously reflecting the town’s rise as a dependency of the mineral revolution on the Highveld, it was made the capital city of Mozambique.


    Born a nondescript, malaria-plagued port, albeit one located on a beautifully sheltered Indian Ocean bay, Lourenço Marques struggled to match up to its rapidly changing legal status. Outsiders agreed that it occupied a unique position in the world order of debasement. In 1900, a traveller, apparently blessed with the English gift of understatement, felt that it was the ‘vilest, filthiest and most deadly place to white men in all the hospitable world’. Stanley Hollis, the US consul, was even more fulsome when pleading with the State Department to grant him special leave of absence that same year. Lourenço Marques was one of ‘the most miserable, unhealthy, desolate and God-forsaken places on the face of the earth’. It was, he said, ‘a place destitute of material and social comforts, and filled with the scum of South and East Africa’.3


    Some of Lourenço Marques’s less appealing material conditions could be traced to its unpromising, swampy, riverside location. Harbours – like mining towns – are sited for the most part where nature dumps her bounty and not where humanity necessarily choses to live and work. Although a cleaner, healthier and infinitely more presentable entrepôt a decade later, Lourenço Marques never fully outgrew its reputation as a grubby port dominated by its cosmopolitan demi-monde. Not everyone found its reputation off-putting, though. Indeed, for many moneyed single male visitors, the demi-monde was the port’s principal attraction.


    But the port itself shaped only part of the town’s complex, evolving, dual social character. Although it remained a preponderantly maledominated enclave, with an exceedingly modest European population throughout the interwar period, it gradually acquired the infrastructure that allowed it to present the more pleasing ‘city’ face that it aspired to.


    In 1929, on the eve of the Great Depression, a visiting banker noted that the business quarter had not changed noticeably over several years but conceded that municipal affairs were well-managed and public spaces well-maintained. But it was the ‘the residential area’ that earned his fulsome support. It ‘has grown out of all recognition and quite a number of the suburban residences, with their attractive gardens gay with colour, can be classed with the best to be found anywhere in South Africa’. Lourenço Marques was no longer only a sleazy port, to be enjoyed by visiting males with time and money, but a new city on the march, ‘and as a seaside resort it is steadily increasing in popularity’.4


    By the time Nadine Gordimer visited it, in the mid-1950s, Lourenço Marques was a modern colonial city famed for its relaxed ‘continental atmosphere’. Many South African visitors nevertheless took some comfort from the fact that, for the most part, it was also racially segregated, and the city’s proximity to Johannesburg turned Lourenço Marques into a ‘natural playground’ for Highveld visitors – much as white Rhodesians turned to Beira, further up the coast, for their vacations.5 It was, in short, a coastal retreat suitable for a family holiday.


    But, for a century prior to that, Lourenço Marques had been little more than a backward bayside settlement replete with many of the social features and structures customarily associated with tawdry ports the world over. After World War I, however, its emerging dual character – as both port and resort, along with the sometimes competing economic imperatives driving each – became more pronounced.


    The ensuing tussle, as to which of the city’s component parts – port or resort – might emerge dominant, was at its most pronounced during the interwar period. But, by the end of World War II, the outcome was increasingly apparent. As a resort, the city was steadily losing traction in the greater southern African tourist market. A comprehensive, sympathetic survey conducted by a local businessman, in 1950, concluded that, while Lourenço Marques attracted significant numbers of South African tourists each year, the stream was but ‘a mere trickle compared to what there should be if only our potentialities were realized and the visitor properly catered for and attracted’.6 The situation did improve, perhaps even significantly so, over the years that followed and into the early 1960s.7 But, for many white visitors, the resort remained mired in an indeterminate, surreal blueish haze. Along African coastlines it is often the least threatening mists, those of dreams and potentialities, that conceal the deadliest shoals of all – stark reality.


    One such hidden reef lay in the fact that, insofar as the economic fortunes of Lourenço Marques as a tourist hub were tied to another city, the link ran 350 miles west, to Johannesburg and its satellite towns. It was not an affectionate coupling of the type forged in heaven, rather one born of convenience, one compelled by geography. And, just as Lourenço Marques mutated from a port settlement with an adolescent profile, appealing to an adventurous if not always strictly youthful population, into a recognisably more mature resort city with identifiable social parameters, so too did Johannesburg evolve from a rough mining town into an established industrial city.


    Like Lourenço Marques in its infancy, early Johannesburg never wanted for critics. God could only do so much. Cast among a few largely treeless quartz outcrops – sentinels guarding the world’s deepest and richest gold reefs – the place, despite being blessed with the finest of climates, lacked other redeeming natural features capable of sustaining significant outdoor amusements, entertainment or leisure. Already physically stretched, young miners in search of recreation were, in any case, not much given to hiking, taking in the undulating landscape or contemplating starry skies. Their priorities lay elsewhere. There was no shortage of entrepreneurs, criminal or otherwise, willing to cater for basic and other needs. Man stepped in to plug nature’s gaps, giving rise to the mining-camp sociology beloved of filmgoers.


    Olive Schreiner was appalled to witness the rape of nature, modest of countenance as it undoubtedly was. ‘Here’s this great fiendish hell of a city sprung up in ten years in our sweet pure African veldt’, she wrote to Edward Carpenter, in 1898. ‘A city which for glitter and gold, and wickedness – carriages and palaces and brothels, and gambling halls, beats creation.’ Fifteen years later Ambrose Pratt, a visiting Australian journalist, could not even imagine what had gone before and simply recorded what he saw laid out before him. ‘Ancient Nineveh and Babylon have been revived’, he reported. ‘Johannesburg is their twentieth century prototype. It’s a city of unbridled squander and unfathomable squalor.’8


    Up to a point, such descriptions of early Johannesburg and Lourenço Marques seemed interchangeable; the cities could have been twinned. But only up to a point. While both colonial towns shared elements of ‘unfathomable squalor’, the direction and pace of their trajectories were fated to diverge rather than converge after World War I. White Johannesburg, fed on a diet of gold plucked from sprouting mine shafts, grew plump and wealthy and matured comparatively rapidly in social terms. Lourenço Marques, restricted to feeding off financial scraps discarded along the city’s wharves, remained rather thin and lingered in its adolescence.


    In truth, what the lean port city wanted most from its fat miningtown twin before World War I was as much of its ‘unbridled squander’ as it could effectively lay its hands on by way of tourism. What the Rand miners wanted from their port counterpart was a bit of its ‘unfathomable squalor’. A successful socio-economic exchange along those lines worked reasonably well into the early 1920s, while both cities remained overwhelmingly shallow, male-dominated centres in which drinking, gambling and whoring formed an important part of a pared-down social life.


    Economic and political realities in southern Africa checked the pace at which Johannesburg and the surrounding mining towns came of age in purely social terms. The persistently high cost of living on the Highveld, along with the attendant ease of international migrancy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, made it difficult for British and other Anglophone migrant miners to contemplate settled life on the Rand. True, the political uncertainties of life in Kruger’s South African Republic were partly resolved by the outcome of the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). But the war, in turn, gave way to the upheavals occasioned by the new political configuration that came with Union, in 1910. Union was followed, almost immediately, by World War I, which was tailed by a 50 per cent increase in the cost of living between 1917 and 1920.9


    In 1897, barely 12 per cent of the Witwatersrand’s European mine employees were married and had their families living with them in the republic. It was a moment when Johannesburg’s Big Three social pathologies – illicit alcohol consumption, covert gaming and organised prostitution, all deemed illegal yet partially tolerated – were at their very height.10 It was not a time when Lourenço Marques had much to offer the Rand.


    Immediately after the war, in 1902, that figure crept up to 20 per cent as the Milner reconstruction administration, riding in on the coat-tails of British military power, clamped down on gangster-driven illegalities as it sought to bring greater regularity and normality to questionable recreational excesses. By the same token, it was a time when some of the more adventurous and cash-flush white miners had to look further afield for the Big Three.


    A decade later, in 1912, when organised crime’s hold on the Big Three was largely broken, the figure had doubled to 42 per cent; after that, it is almost impossible to find reliable figures.11 The arrival of Afrikaners on the mines in significant numbers, during World War I, may have seen a spike in the number of married miners living in family homes, but it seems that it was only in the early 1920s that something approaching a social norm for white working-class life was achieved along the Witwatersrand. Ironically, however, and as the 1922 white mineworkers’ strike confirmed, the post-war period was also one of growing financial and job insecurity. For most white mineworkers, the delights of Lourenço Marques were increasingly out of financial and social reach – except for the purchase of lottery tickets. For many, the hope of securing a fortune in a frontier town had given way to grinding out a more tenuous living.


    Taking in the picture as a whole, then, what male tourists and others spontaneously set out to find in Lourenço Marques during the early 20th century, and the nature of the families and visitors that the port was forced to try and attract from Johannesburg after 1920, have to be aligned with the changing socio-economic profiles of both cities. The success or failure of the port-turned-city’s fortunes as a tourist hub for visitors from a mining-town-turned-city thus hinged partly on the former’s ability to read the changing patterns of disposable income, by class, and to adapt its supply of leisure and recreational amenities accordingly. It also depended on ease of access to the seaside resort.
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    An appeal, in both official languages, to white South African tourists, c. 1950. DETA was a charter airline set up by Mozambique’s colonial administration in 1936.


    During the opening decades of the 20th century, a narrow-gauge rail journey of around 17 hours separated Johannesburg from Lourenço Marques. It required negotiating a formidable mountainous section en route, followed by a tedious border stop at Komatipoort. Steam and time were pitted in an unequal contest that time almost always won. By the late 1920s and early 1930s, however, the same expedition could be tackled by car, the average journey taking between 10 and 12 hours. By 1947, for the well-off, just an hour’s flight separated a dusty plateau from a muggy coast. Dream time and real time, separated by class, colour, culture and technology, were constantly changing.


    Tourist Dreams, Coastal Escapes and the White Working Class, circa 1906–1922


    It may be true that there are certain elements that cut across ideas of class when we try to understand how people from different walks of life pursue leisure during short breaks or extended stays away from home. As the adage has it, a good number are, no doubt, looking for a ‘complete change’, for something fundamentally different. But closer examination suggests that they may be a minority, and that by probing their underlying motivations we may arrive at a more nuanced interpretation. It may just be safer to assume that, while most holidaymakers want to revel in new experiences and altered rhythms to offset the dulling effect of the routines of domestic life, there are limits to their capacity for tolerating changes and disruption. Most vacationers want contrast and novelty, but they seek to do so within identifiable parameters that do not imperil comfort or security.


    The contrast in environments between Johannesburg and Lourenço Marques was as obvious as it was stark. Most white miners, breathing the thin air of a dry grassy inland plateau 6 000 feet above sea level when they were not underground, were drawn from a damp, wooded, island kingdom where no point was further than 70 miles from the sea. The desire, if not the need, to swap the omnipresent dust and noise of mining towns for fresh coastal breezes and the relative tranquillity of the humid seaside required little prompting by way of advertising. Indeed, it was only after the advent of Union that one or two of the more reputable hotels in Lourenço Marques thought it profitable enough to advertise their ‘holiday rates’ in Johannesburg’s English newspapers.12


    As marked as the inland–coastal dichotomy was, so was the difference in climate. Despite sharing an almost identical location latitudinally, around 25 degrees south, the contrast between winter and summer in the two cities was especially marked. Highveld winters – in which South African stoicism made few concessions to reality – could be bitterly cold, with night-time temperatures sometimes falling below freezing. At precisely the same time of year, southern Mozambique bathed in balmy subtropical weather. The basic appeal was obvious.
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    Many northern-hemisphere immigrants, like their white South African counterparts raised in the Christian tradition, were inclined to take their annual family holidays over Christmas. But, because December and January were unbearably hot and humid in Lourenço Marques, they were encouraged to take a winter rather than a summer break from work. Thus, while those white families on the Highveld who could afford it went off to much cooler South African coastal resorts over the Christmas period, European migrant miners with more discretionary income – bachelors, or nominally ‘single’ men away from their northern wives and families, operating by a different calendar – chose to make their way to Mozambique between May and September, the height of the longer of the two tourist seasons in Lourenço Marques.


    These immutable coastal–inland, cold–warm, dry–humid, up–down distinctions temporarily disrupted the everyday, as well as the seasonal, realities and rhythms experienced by many working men and women. It inverted the physical and temporal demands placed on them by industrial capitalism on the Highveld. In much the same way, the change in climate and weather assisted in disrupting the diurnal rhythms of those who – unlike shift-working miners – were accustomed to the patterned difference between days and nights in Johannesburg.


    FJ Nance, a travel writer on a commission in 1920, and Gordimer, nosing into an American magazine noted for accommodating those with serious literary ambitions in the mid-1950s, both revelled in the way that Lourentinos avoided the enervating heat by turning night into day. At the docks, African waterfront workers who started their morning shift not long after daybreak under Portuguese, Mauritian or mestiço supervision, were rested between 11 am and 2 pm. And as the blacks along the wharf stopped working, whites started appearing in nearby cafés and hotels for either a late breakfast or an early lunch.13


    Lazy afternoon hours flowed into early evenings, and around 9 pm a frisson of sexual tension could be detected in the air as bars, cafés, hotels, restaurants and waterfront dance halls – ‘that would provide material for a Toulouse-Lautrec’ – began to come alive. ‘When night comes, Lourenço Marques is one of the pleasantest places imaginable’, Gordimer observed from her comfortable mid-20th-century perch. ‘Nobody goes to bed until near morning’, she continued, and ‘the pleasures of the town’, which she elsewhere describes as ‘mildly wicked’, ‘are not confined, after eleven o’clock as in Johannesburg.’14 Clock and calendar were upside down.


    But it was not only the daily disruption that appealed; a pleasant change in the all-too-familiar cadence of weekly working life was also on display. Nance, closer by several decades to the ‘single’ miners’ long weekends or annual excursions than was Gordimer, was struck by how free the town was of the shackles of the Highveld’s steely grip when it came to Sunday observance. ‘It is true,’ he noted, apologetically, that ‘alcoholic drink can be obtained freely at almost any hour’, including Sundays. The Pope, it seemed, was more than a match for Calvin. But that was an old struggle, and Nance, a modern man, counselled tolerance: they should give ‘their Latin neighbours the benefit of the doubt’.15


    Such exceptions had an appeal of their own for vacationers. But for many male visitors to Lourenço Marques before World War I, they were complemented by other personal indulgences that were becoming increasingly difficult to satisfy back on the Witwatersrand. Middle-class Protestant Johannesburg, keen to get the city to shed its old Mr Hyde outfit for one of Dr Jekyll’s suits, was set on controlling what it saw as the crude excesses of white working-class social behaviour.


    The interwar period, from 1902 to 1914, and a few years thereafter, were marked by the way that the state at every level – city, provincial and national – sought to cast aside the last of the ‘naughty nineties’, of the mining-camp-turned-town, and draw an ever-tighter net around white working-class gambling and recreational activities in an aspiring city. The ever-stricter insistence on Sunday observance cast a shadow as large and intense as that experienced over the entire Witwatersrand during a total eclipse of the sun. It helped set the tone for governing the days and hours at which all citizens – Christian and non-Christian alike – might attend cinemas, concerts, dance halls or sports events, or have a drink in a hotel or pub. The Calvinist disapproval of wealth gained without work informed legislation aimed at controlling and regulating gambling on the outcomes on anything from professional athletic competitions to dog and horse racing and, the ultimate horror, lotteries and sweepstakes. Tolerance for human frailties and weaknesses pointed to Catholicism, and the train pointed to Delagoa Bay.


    In Lourenço Marques, the Estação Central was first mooted in 1906, but the grand station building, originally designed to partly match the façade of its counterpart in Johannesburg, Park Station, was only completed in the Beaux-Arts style four years later. Once Johannesburg was directly linked to the eastern main line, shortening the journey time by two hours – by avoiding an unnecessary diversion via the capital, Pretoria – travel by rail became less arduous and offered tourists a genteel reception.
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    Disembarking passengers crossed the Praça MacMahon, a square leading directly into the main street of a downtown area characterised by its cosmopolitanism. Rua Araújo, also known as ‘Whisky Street’ – and other names that did not bear repeating in polite company – boasted the offices of some leading port businesses and commercial agencies, as well as many more hotels, bars, boarding houses and cafés and kiosks. The adjacent backstreets housed cheaper accommodation and places of amusement.


    The only decent hotel in town in the late 1890s, it was said, was the Cardoso. It was some way off, far away from the docks, and situated on the cliffs overlooking the bay. The hotel was named after its proprietor, the naval officer and noted explorer Augusto Cardoso, who had found himself in charge of an expedition to the shores of Lake Nyasa (Lake Malawi) when Alexandre de Serpa Pinto fell ill, in 1885. Cardoso went on to become the Port Captain, a significant post in an often venal civil service and one not entirely divorced from financial opportunities. His hotel, successfully managed by an Italian, was reconfigured several times and dominated the upper end of the local market until 1924.16


    In truth, it was not all that difficult to be the best. During the Anglo-Boer War, Hollis, as insightful as he could be irascible, noted that ‘there are no low-priced decent boarding houses or hotels in town’. ‘The cheap hotels’, he complained, ‘are nothing better than brothels.’ It was not surprising, since, as Bertha Goudvis, the South African novelist and playwright who, with her husband, owned the Royal Hotel, off Rua Araújo, noted, ‘it was a known fact that anyone could acquire a hotel licence’. But even at the decidedly middle-class Royal, which charged ten shillings a day, and which Hollis deemed ‘reasonable for Lourenço Marques’, the perky, always adventurous Mrs Goudvis ‘would never go near the bar as no respectable woman was ever seen near one’.17


    During the Anglo-Boer War, an influx of Highveld refugees enabled most hotels to concentrate on their core function by providing guests, including somewhat more women than usual, with accommodation and meals at smartly elevated rates.18 The same held true for the two world wars. Wartime was harvest time along the Bay. Peace was bad for business; it dried up the supply of better-off guests, trimmed margins and eroded profits, forcing many proprietors to try and attract new clients by reverting to the age-old dockside formula noted by Hollis.


    Lourenço Marques had delivered clients to prostitutes of all classes and colours ever since the first ship berthed in the modern port, but after 1895, once the railway line inland was completed, it became a favoured point of entry and transmission for the international white slave traffic. Pimps and procuresses operating out of continental Europe used the southbound ships of the German East Africa Line, passing through Suez, to transport their prey into border-porous Lourenço Marques, from where they were forwarded by train to gangster-controlled Johannesburg.19


    But during, and more especially after, the Anglo-Boer War, scores of these women, including numbers of Jewish prostitutes, had either been abandoned by the former New York City gangsters who controlled most of the trade or fled Johannesburg. Many found themselves stranded in Lourenço Marques, where, passing as spinsters or widows, they ran boarding houses at the lower end of the market offering a range of home comforts of the sort that Hollis, and Rabbi Joseph Hertz – passing through the city in 1899 – disapproved of. Many remained in the port and their graves lie in the Jewish cemetery.20


    Prostitutes approaching the end of their working career, middle-aged at best, tended to seek a measure of concealment and protection from the passing trade by taking up positions in boarding houses or cheap hotels. New entrants to the profession, younger women wishing to parade their attractiveness and in search of above-average earnings, knew that the passing traffic needed to be courted, not shunned. Bertha Goudvis pointed out that the ‘few professional barmaids in town’ – those working in bars or hotels – ‘were classed as courtesans’.21 As with brothels that were legal, at various times in the 20th century the state appreciated what the earning capacity of a ‘courtesan’ might be. Between the world wars the cost of a bar licence reached £60 sterling per annum, while each barmaid had to be licensed at a further cost of £40.22


    Arguably better and more numerous opportunities for identifying potential clients were to be found by working as waitresses in the ‘kiosks’ – ‘like continental cafés’ – spread around the main plaza, where the military band entertained the public in the evenings, or near a few smaller parks.23 After World War I, the old kiosks were supplemented by a half-dozen new and larger cafés that offered meals by day, only to be transformed into clubs at night staffed by youngish ‘dance hostesses’.


    To be sure, however, even before the Great War the town offered a few other – less ambiguous – allures that might appeal to middle-class, if not middle-aged, males or even the odd married couple with children. The smooth Polana Beach could be reached by bus or tramway along an asphalt road, and on most days was as pleasant as it was safe. By night, more confident swimmers could use a lit diving tower to enjoy the sea. Sailing or tennis presented other diversions for a minority.


    After 1908, bullfights, cultivated amid an Iberian blur, drew their share of spectators looking for the precise point where athleticism intersected with blood. Those with less robust constitutions could, by 1910, retreat to the ‘opera house’, the Teatro Varietá, or to two smaller theatres. By 1920, the town was also served by two cinemas, with one offering films for mainly Portuguese audiences, the other for English speakers. Nance argued that Lourenço Marques could offer a ‘quiet holiday’.24


    But tranquillity was not what those headed for a place where men vastly outnumbered women for decades were looking for. ‘The strolling crowd is’, EC Scully noted, around 1910, ‘almost wholly composed of men. By day or by night, it is but rarely that one sees women abroad.’ A decade later, Nance, an apostle of resort over port, was still battling a ‘fantastic misconception’. ‘Lourenço Marques’, he assured his nervous South African readers, ‘is not a continental fastness where self-respecting mothers cannot take their babies without returning monsters of depravity.’25 Not everybody was easily reassured. As late as 1970, a guidebook warned naive female tourists that Portuguese men ‘liked to admire the passing parade of girls’, but then hurriedly proceeded to reassure them that ‘unlike the Italians they are not bottom pinchers’.26 Some earlier white working-class tourists could not have cared less.
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