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    After some hesitation, indeed, something more than hesitation, he confessed that, though he had never received any injury of the sort named, yet, about the time in question, he had in fact been taken with a brain fever, losing his mind completely for a considerable interval.


    HERMAN MELVILLE, The Confidence Man (1857)


    ’Tis surprising to see how rapidly a panic will sometimes run through a country. All nations and ages have been subject to them … Yet panics, in some cases, have their uses; they produce as much good as hurt. Their duration is always short; the mind soon grows through them, and acquires a firmer habit than before. But their peculiar advantage is, that they are the touchstones of sincerity and hypocrisy, and bring things and men to light, which might otherwise have lain forever undiscovered … They sift out the hidden thoughts of man, and hold them up in public to the world.


    TOM PAINE, The American Crisis, 23 December 1776
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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.
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    PREFACE


    GAMBLING VIEWED THROUGH A WIDE-ANGLE LENS


    When as a young and unknown man I started to be successful I was referred to as a gambler. My operations increased in scope. Then I was a speculator. The sphere of my activities continued to expand and presently I was known as a banker. Actually, I had been doing the same thing all the time.
ATTRIBUTED TO SIR ERNEST CASSEL (1852–1921), MERCHANT BANKER


    The nature of markets and the ‘animal spirits’ that are said to drive them are impossible to determine with certainty. If we follow John Maynard Keynes, the desire ‘to do something positive’, to risk or to speculate – either individually or collectively – is part of the DNA of human beings. Capitalism is portrayed as being part of the ‘natural’ order of things, a sometimes reluctantly accepted truth that helps shape the world we live in. This widely accepted secular wisdom, oftentimes conceded with a sigh, is seldom checked against religious prescripts.


    The parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14–30) prioritises investment and speculation, along with the hidden elements of gambling and risk-taking, over the mere retention of capital. Money, if not the people who are lucky enough to possess it, must work. Elsewhere, the Bible provides little explicit guidance as to how to reconcile the elements of gambling and investment, and a lottery, or ‘drawing of lots’, was not unheard of among Jesus’ disciples. Somewhere between the ‘animal spirits’ and the productive deployment of capital, then, lies a zone of ethical uncertainty, a space that post-Reformation Calvinists somehow occupied successfully, giving rise to Max Weber’s ‘Protestant ethic’, which helped promote Western capitalism.


    In this shadowy cognitive world, capitalism and Protestantism grow up, side by side, in an uneasy relationship – at times complementary, at others contested – as they compete to reach the sunlight of material prosperity. Capitalism thrives on ‘booms’, a non-pejorative term that hints, only in passing, at human irrationality or mental instability. Periodic surges in risk-taking and investment are generally welcomed because they provide the fuel for commercial or industrial expansion in the never-ending pursuit of profit. Protestant churches might regard these surges sceptically, but they are seldom condemned outright as mere manifestations of greed centred on speculative gain, and thus tend not to gain mainstream party-political traction. Calvinism avoids a head-on collision with capitalist excesses, choosing instead to attack it from the rear, insisting that wealth can only be legitimately acquired through ‘work’, undefined.


    Investment bankers work. But so, too, do those who dig ditches, even though a Grand Canyon separates the nature and ultimate outcomes of mental and manual labour. When bankers use their huge disposable incomes, amassed through speculation and mediated via the investment market, to acquire luxury cars, they are cast as clients, as rational, albeit slightly self-indulgent consumers, folk who contribute ultimately to the social well-being by helping to underwrite the viability of the commercial sector of the economy. But when manual labourers invest their modest, unmediated disposable incomes on horse races or lotteries, curtailing the amount that can be spent in retail outlets or other sectors of the economy, they are cast as wholly irrational spendthrifts. They are, it is suggested, undermining the wider economy, leaching household budgets of essential items such as food and threatening the reproduction of the working-class family as a source of cheap labour. Investment bankers, gambling with funds raised in the marketplace, are economically engaged, responsible citizens; ditchdiggers spending their wages are seen as caught up in parasitic, socially questionable practices. One of Calvinism’s core commandments is that, for the well-off, the link between wealth and work must remain indirect, mediated and invisible, but for workers, the link must be direct, unmediated and visible. In the eyes of the church, class and notions of social responsibility differ; lottery tickets and fancy sports cars bear almost no similarity.


    For ministers of religion and those sheepish capitalists bent on downplaying the speculative element in choices and lifestyles during ‘booms’, working-class gambling of all sorts, especially during ‘slumps’, is then often portrayed as being irrational. It is said to threaten the social order and to constitute a gross violation of a basic Calvinist tenet – the visible uncoupling of the acquisition of wealth from work. Notable surges in underclass gambling during recessions, unlike the mirror image of investment booms or horse racing among the rich, during economic upturns, are framed as being fever-like, as a form of mass insanity, requiring intervention from the elite and representatives of the governing classes.


    It is now conveniently forgotten that the late-19th-century South African mining revolution, which seeded the development of secondary industry during the interwar years, was strongly influenced by Calvinist thinking. That thinking, which rested on its own distorted versions of predestination and a chosen people, helped give rise to a state structured along political lines that was deeply racist. And, just as capitalism and religion overlapped when it came to the silent notions that informed business investment and speculation, so race became a determining, overlapping and vocal consideration when addressing – and dividing – the black and white components of an emerging proletariat over the issue of gambling. Economically privileged white workers had to be disciplined into a more responsible approach to gambling and thereby set an example for black workers.


    The marked increase in white working-class gambling along the Witwatersrand during the depression of 1906–1908 – a phenomenon that was to be repeated several times in the recessions that followed between the two world wars – beat all the basic ideological ingredients into a froth that dripped from contemporary newspaper accounts. The miners, it was said, had lost their individual and collective minds and were no longer in control of their destiny. They were suffering from a gambling and racing ‘craze’ that, because it could not readily be reconciled with rational, underlying Calvinist reasoning, constituted a ‘social evil’. The miners were their own worst enemies: ‘Many a wife and family have to go without proper food or clothing because a foolish husband has lost practically his whole month’s wages in betting.’ ‘Eternal race meetings’ undermined the work ethic and the much-prized, supposedly quintessentially Victorian ‘habits of thrift and steadiness’ that had underwritten the first industrial revolution. Who, then, would be surprised as to ‘where the houseboy’s wages go’? ‘Why, we even had a coloured bookmaker here, an American Negro’, a Johannesburg detective complained in 1908.


    But just beneath this supposedly overriding concern for the fate of irresponsible black, and more especially white, workers lay a strong layer of commercial and financial self-interest presided over by shopkeepers and stockbrokers. Money that ‘rightly belongs to creditors’ was being wasted at the racecourse. ‘This paper believes that a great many of the unpaid bills which are the curse of shopkeepers on the Rand remain unpaid simply because the money is gambled away at race meetings.’ ‘This wild gambling’, the editorial continued, ‘is not a healthy sign. It is unsettling to the public and very bad for legitimate business.’


    White workers, who apparently formed no part of ‘the public’ during recessions, were undermining ‘legitimate’ businesses owned by the middle classes. But, it was claimed, the problem went deeper than that, making it marginally more difficult to raise capital for the mining industry from those with more disposable income than the white miners. Stockbrokers – bookmakers to the bourgeoisie and therefore of superior social standing – were also suffering. ‘It is probably a fact’, opined a leading Sunday newspaper, ‘that the increase in betting is due to a great extent to the stagnation in the share market having driven those who once frequented the stock exchange on to the racecourse.’ The results were shocking. ‘There are literally hundreds of men here today [26 April 1908] who simply live by betting and there are hundreds more who lose on the course the money which rightly belongs to creditors.’ The fever, as with an outbreak of cholera, was worse among the lower classes but could never be fully confined to them.


    If the origin of gambling fever derived from the unleashing of ‘animal spirits’ during the secular cycles intrinsic to capitalist development, then the moral panics that almost invariably accompanied them were driven by religious radicals, clergymen based in Protestant churches, ranging from Baptists and Congregationalists to the three Dutch Reformed churches and their counterparts in the Presbyterian and, more especially, Methodist churches.


    Capitalist investment in the stock market, driven by the rich and influential and largely uncontested by the church, made for tolerably ‘good’ gambling during booms, but horse racing and lotteries, more intently resorted to by social marginals and white workers during the slumps that followed, made for ‘bad’ gambling condemned by clergymen and editors, both groups with easy access to public platforms.


    The problem for politicians intent on building, or governing, a secular democratic order amid competing religious noise is that ‘good’ and ‘bad’ gamblers alike are enfranchised, and both compete for their attention and have votes in a zone of ethical uncertainty. ‘Good’ gamblers have influence and money but relatively few votes, while the ‘bad’ gamblers frequently have more substantial electoral clout. It has all the makings of an acute political predicament – how to reconcile capitalist and working-class forms of speculation without, too obviously, resorting to ethical double standards that are class-based. Moral confusion and uncertainty around gambling in the electoral marketplace makes for party-political policies characterised by expediency at very best, and by hypocrisy at worst. It was never going to be easy. As Edward Bulwer-Lytton once observed: ‘No task is more difficult than systematic hypocrisy.’


    And when ethically compromised policies are translated into laws designed more for ideological gratification than effective implementation, they can give rise to discretionary legal dispensations characterised by hesitation and uncertainty. Prosecutors become reluctant to issue summonses, and magistrates and judges, sensing that a divided society sensitive to double standards around gambling is watching closely, are less inclined to impose prison sentences, and instead hand down only modest fines. This logic swiftly descends to street level, making it increasingly difficult to distinguish between arbitrary and discretionary power, thereby contributing to an environment more conducive to police bribery. But, all that said, it remains difficult to foretell how the changing balance of historical forces around games of chance will play out in a polity or economy; each case is sui generis. In 1994, Albania, England and South Africa, each for its own set of historically distinctive reasons, were all without national lotteries.


    The United States, born of immigrant settlers seeking a transatlantic refuge from 17th-century European religious persecution, has a lengthy tradition of powerful, albeit constantly fragmenting, often mobile, Protestant militancy. The Amish may have moved into Pennsylvania and the Mormons to Utah as they sought to fine-tune their religious freedoms in regional strongholds, but, at its core, the United States remained solidly Protestant and therefore disapproving of gambling – though always welcoming of speculative capitalist investment. By the turn of the 20th century, most forms of gambling were illegal across the US, and the 1920s saw the adoption of a nationwide policy of prohibition, largely for the ideological gratification of those religious and political zealots intent on bringing church and state closer together in what nominally, and constitutionally, was a secular state.


    Several American presidents were acutely aware that they were trapped in an ethical minefield that required careful navigation when formulating policies around either gambling or speculation in a capitalist universe. In January 1908, in the wake of a banking panic that precipitated a sharp recession, which had a ripple effect across the globe, Theodore Roosevelt told Congress: ‘There is no moral difference between gambling at cards or in lotteries or on the racetrack and gambling in the stock market. One method is just as pernicious to the body politic as the other.’ Animal spirits were as dangerous as were gambling fevers.


    Although the American constitution expressly prohibited the adoption of an established church that enjoyed the protection of civil authority, the US administration found – and still finds – the dominant Protestant tradition impossible to ignore. Twentieth-century South Africa, too, did not have an established church, yet it, too, was in the thrall of militant Protestants from the turn of the century. Indeed, so strong were the voices of the three Dutch Reformed churches in the decades leading up to the electoral triumph of Afrikaner nationalists in 1948 that they might as well have constituted an established church. The National Party was led by a dominee, DF Malan, and according to him, it was the church that led the way to the party’s adopting apartheid as a policy. In South Africa, it was not a party of modernising secular capitalists but a religiously inclined party of aspirant capitalists that enjoyed its strongest support in the countryside and shaped the charge against gambling. The party strongly disapproved of the uncoupling of work from wealth while simultaneously encouraging those animal spirits capable of underwriting the growth of an economy that fed into white prosperity as it sought to build political solidarity.


    In their attempts to eliminate gambling fevers while encouraging investment booms, the Dutch Reformed and English Protestant churches won a significant battle when dog racing was abolished a few months before the National Party assumed office in 1948. But, after that, the pickings became thinner. As with virtually all their predecessors, nationalist governments virtually ignored the sport dominated by the financial elite of the ruling classes – horse racing – but repeatedly passed laws and regulations designed for ideological gratification rather than the effective elimination of football pools, pinball machines and lotteries among the under- and working classes. The deliberately orchestrated moral confusion that informed and inflated apartheid policies – the big lie – made many smaller lies around gambling easier to swallow. As that great historian of fashion, James Laver, once noted, ‘Nothing is more revealing of an age than its hypocrisies.’


    Hypocrisy is, however, a human condition as adaptable as it is enduring, and in South Africa, as elsewhere, its shelf life is indeterminate. The coming of a new democratic order in 1994, and the hurried passing of the Lotteries Act 57 of 1997, just 36 months later, saw the inauguration of a national lottery meant to provide significant, sustained support to charities and non-governmental organisations devoted to social upliftment in a country racked by gross inequalities.


    The age-old double standard was abolished at the stroke of a pen, the lottery provided with a collar and tie and allowed to take its rightful place beside investment bankers and stockbrokers. The ethical playing field had, seemingly, been levelled, a ‘new South Africa’ born. But in the absence of African Protestant churches and voices that are as willing to challenge the ethics of gambling as they are open to questioning the redistributive powers of capitalism in alleviating poverty, the awkward debates of the 20th century have lapsed and been replaced by fake, silent moral certainties. As already noted, every country must find its own way of balancing the speculative forces within it that help build ‘a better life for all’. That journey is always sui generis, but a painful passage is lightened by much laughter along the way and filled with delicious ironies. Today, the National Lotteries Commission lies buried beneath a veritable avalanche of allegations of bribery, corruption, theft and nepotism, itself possessed by strange animal spirits bent only on consumption, without investment or work.


    The gambling known as business looks with austere disfavor upon the business known as gambling.
AMBROSE BIERCE, The Devil’s Dictionary (1906)

  


  
    Introduction


    Like the frontier settlements portrayed in some American westerns, many gold-mining camps around the world metamorphosed into relatively short-lived ‘towns’ whose earliest days were characterised by irredeemably ‘wild’ behaviour. Young or middle-aged men, without access to ‘respectable’ young women in meaningful numbers and isolated from ‘normal’ family life, reverted swiftly to feral lifestyles marked by excessive drinking, gambling and whoring. Indeed, some of the charm of such films lay in the muted, optimistic, hints of ‘the camp’ overcoming its primitive male roots and metamorphosing into a ‘civilised’, gender-balanced, family ‘town’ with its first home-grown, blue-eyed children.


    The midwife of this change from cultural chaos to a semblance of civic order – something longed for by a God-fearing majority but not by the few bad men – was often extreme violence, culminating in a sense of collective relief but at the cost of personal trauma. A good man, or a band of good men, had to clean up the camp by ridding it of a bad man, or a gang of bad hombres. That necessitated the honourable few having to examine their ethical choices and make difficult decisions about how best to exercise their individually arrived-at positions, or the collective briefing by ‘good’ people to expel or, if necessary, kill the purveyors of anti-social exploits whose ill-gotten gains were in danger of becoming entrenched in a community keen to establish an authentic, harmonious identity.


    The key agents in bringing about the painful transition to peace and progress, the forerunners to commercial stability and more ordered profit-taking, came in many forms – the lone gunslinger with a troubled past undergoing a belated revolution in his own attitudes and values, a minister of religion hoping for a Christian moral order to manifest itself in an outpost of hell, or a tough sheriff who may or may not himself be part of the problem through bribery, corruption or manifest greed.


    So much, then, for the fictionalised, romanticised image of the gold-mining camp becoming an urban embryo as portrayed on stage and screen. But when it comes to towns sprouting from mining camps, real-world changes from free-for-all frontier economics to ordered commerce or industry can sometimes be as troublesome as those portrayed in fiction. A good number of, if not most, discoveries of gold arise near alluvial deposits, the hope being that glitter in a pan of gravel taken from a pristine stream will point to the more bountiful reef origins of the precious metal. Sometimes it does – but not always. When not, it often translates into another much-loved film trope – the abandoned mining town, with its deserted dusty streets and saloon doors creaking ominously in the wind, and the hired gunslinger, the minister of religion and the honourable sheriff all long gone.


    Male-dominated frontier mining economies generate excitement. Hope and promise, it would seem, then give rise to recognisable patterns of social behaviour that deviate from other, more mature urban forms lasting until such time as the underlying source of wealth either disappoints or disappears.1 If, however, the underlying economic promise does not falter, or is exceptionally slow in its decline, mining camps can make a successful transition from camp to town, from town to industrial city and, very rarely, from industrial city to regional metropolis.


    Successive sequential transitions, including the shift from commerce to primary industry supported by a sound financial infrastructure, compel changes in the comportment of most of the citizens to bring them into alignment with the demands and needs of a changing economy. The alteration in their demeanour, and the changing composition and consolidation of classes, is overseen by law-enforcement agencies of the state to ensure the collective well-being of society. But mass-based, ‘anti-social’ male behaviour in a mining camp cannot simply be eradicated by the brandishing of a gun or the stroke of a pen and, depending on a host of factors, can take a longer or shorter period to manage more effectively.


    Situated on the most continuous and richest gold reefs the world has known, Johannesburg underwent an extraordinary sequence of changes, sprinting from a mining camp in 1886 to a town, an industrial city and then a regional metropolis in a matter of decades. Moreover, these changes took place in the context of a colonial setting, with a European minority enforcing its authority over an African majority, which it sought to tap into as an endless supply of cheap, servile, unskilled labour. Extreme violence formed an integral part of the backdrop, as well as the content, of this continual urban metamorphosis. By 1925 the city had seen an attempted armed invasion (1896), an imperial war (1899–1902), strikes calling for armed military intervention (1907 and 1913), a rebellion in the surrounding Highveld (1914) and a full-scale revolt by white miners (1922). In the same socially revolutionary era, Johannesburg was subjected to three different governments wanting the policies of city and province to come into greater alignment with a national dispensation.


    Given such eye-catching conflict, it is understandable why violent clashes between mining capital and organised labour in the opening decades of the 20th century came to occupy a pivotal position in South African historiography. Historians point to the strikes and the failed revolution of 1922 as increasingly militant efforts by white miners to defend their standard of living by protecting wages and securing for themselves a structured, racially privileged position in the labour market at the expense of African workers. The same struggles helped pave the way for the coming together of Afrikaner nationalists and the Labour Party in JBM Hertzog’s ‘Pact’ government (1924–1933), which helped entrench the position of white workers in a political economy increasingly predicated on race.


    But foregrounding only the most dramatic moment of conflict comes at a price. Sharply focused, stand-alone economic and political histories cast a long shadow over other questions equally worthy of examination by those interested in what Eric Hobsbawm termed ‘the history of society’ rather than ‘social history’. By adopting the former rather than the latter approach, we can cast additional light on the hidden continuities in class cultures and deepen our understanding of the pivotal moments in an epoch as the city moved from mining camp to regional metropolis. In Johannesburg, the creation of a racially distinctive and industrially disciplined proletariat took place not only on the factory floor, or in the mines, but downtown where an excessive number of outlets for the legal and illegal sale of alcohol, along with widespread organised prostitution, militated against social tranquillity. And, since the history of society in southern Africa remains relatively unexplored, because racial and nationalist contestations tend to take precedence over almost all other issues when setting historiographical agendas, we are free to approach a more integrated analysis from some apparently unlikely angles.


    In most historical settings colonial or metropolitan – other than southern Africa – gambling in its myriad forms has emerged as a prominent feature in works exploring the making of the underclasses. Industrialisation, religion and urbanisation, along with dreams or nightmares of escaping from the strictures of hardship and poverty, if not from the working class itself, constitute central themes for those studying the evolving consciousness in different social formations. That, in and of itself, should prompt the historically curious to delve more deeply into the history of gambling in South Africa in general, and in the industrial heartland of the Witwatersrand in particular. But we lack a broad-based, dedicated study of the place that games of chance or skill – or both – occupied in the thinking of white workers or, for that matter, an overview of the success or failure of the state to keep various forms of gambling within generally acceptable, economically aligned parameters as Johannesburg assumed new forms over many decades. The early-21st-century fiasco that enveloped a South African lottery presided over by corrupt, incompetent African nationalists makes this lacuna more lamentable.


    The lack of such studies is puzzling.2 Even a casual glance at the statute books reveals how, almost without exception, legislative attempts at controlling gambling came after the discovery of precious minerals in the interior in the 1860s, and were co-terminous with the social transformations that accompanied an industrial revolution centred on Johannesburg and the Witwatersrand between the world wars. Nor will it come as a surprise to note that the bulk of the restrictive laws were passed by Afrikaner nationalist governments as demanded, for more than 70 years, by their devout Calvinist minders in the shape of the three Dutch Reformed churches from the late 19th century and well into the 20th.3


    Laws aimed at curbing or outlawing gambling in southern Africa may, in good measure, have been cumulative in the way that they shaped the functioning of society and the underworld over the long term, but they were never implemented or enforced in linear fashion. The search for unearned income or wealth – from sources other than the sale of labour or skills as demanded by the Protestant faithful – pulsed largely to the beat of the economy and the underlying religious-ideological predilections of its ruling classes at critical junctures. But that broad generalisation does not take us very far and requires some additional refinement.


    No class is born fully formed; it is continuously in the making and remaking. On the Witwatersrand, a white working class capable of, and willing to, reproduce itself in situ was assembled only gradually over more than two decades. Fortune seekers and migrant miners, unconvinced of the long-term prospects of the gold-mining industry and living in boarding houses on the frontier of empire in the 1890s, were slow to take up residence in the white working-class suburbs of Johannesburg before World War I. It was this first and second generation of workers, without the benefit of a reliable safety net supported by employers, and with a state that was slow to meaningfully underwrite the cost of education, health and housing for families, who were financially relatively more vulnerable than their successors in the years between the two world wars.4 It was during those same formative decades, as dreams of wealth acquired instantly through chance or circumstance made way for the grinding day-to-day economic realities of family life, that the foundations of working-class gambling culture were laid on the Witwatersrand, at a time when church and state were still comparatively weak.


    But that caveat, too, calls for amplification before being translated into persuasive historical explanation. In practice, the two, perhaps three, foundational generations of the white working class – from, say, 1902 to 1922 – were more prone to financial hardship and therefore also more likely to engage in gambling as a way of addressing either occasional fantasies or ongoing needs. This was especially notable during periods of sharp economic decline, such as 1890–1892, 1906–1908 and, of course, 1929–1933, or when other marked challenges emerged, such as when the cost of living increased by 50 per cent over the period 1916–1920. Much to the annoyance of the largely uncomprehending charities, churches, governments and middle classes, then, it was precisely when workers were facing their most serious economic challenges that they were also most likely to invest in the rafts of chance to ferry them across the rivers of distress. Seen in that way, the propensity of white workers to gamble excessively was – understandably – countercyclical.


    The flip side of that logic followed. As sharp economic downturns became both less frequent and pronounced – with the notable exception of the Great Depression of 1929–1933 – the white working class became comparatively financially secure and more socially established between the world wars. As the economic climate changed, the dangers of financial flash flooding receded and white workers, in growing numbers, forded previously menacing streams to take up safer positions on the racially privileged higher ground of the lower middle classes. In prolonged periods of much greater financial buoyancy, in the mid-1930s, the late 1950s and much of the 1960s, new generations of the white working class, declining in number as cheap black labour became more prevalent in industry, were less inclined to gamble. Whereas many whites in the formative decades of the Witwatersrand often gambled out of weakness as they looked around for an escape from hardship, their successors, in reduced numbers, took their chances out of relative strength. Hope relates to need and security in very different ways.


    Broad brushstrokes daubed onto the canvas of economic history can, however, overwhelm the detail that needs to be focused on if we are to develop a fuller appreciation of the emerging picture. Three counterstrokes stand out. First, we need to note how the electoral influence of the unions and white workers on the Witwatersrand bridged the era between the founding generations of the working classes – those in the making – and those that followed and were more firmly rooted in the economy. The voting power of trade unions and the influence they exercised over the policies of the South African Labour Party in the Johannesburg City Council, Transvaal Provincial Council and House of Assembly was most evident between circa 1910 and the demise of Hertzog’s Pact government in 1933. That political reality fed into a second salient consideration.


    Gambling was most strongly embedded in white working-class culture before the Great Depression, that is, at a time when the Labour Party was most influential in the structures of governance. That, in turn, gave rise to other noteworthy but contradictory forces. The Labour Party was increasing in political strength and growing in stature during a period when the Calvinist and other churches, often in partnership with the state, were starting to extend their influence and power of enforcement over the working classes. The two groupings were on course for a collision, from which, in the short run, the Labour Party and white workers might emerge relatively unscathed. But, over the longer run, church and state – almost always working in ideological tandem – would claim victories that turned out to be pyrrhic. The successes of the Labour Party at the polls rendered it vulnerable in other ways, however. A political party enjoying electoral success on a scale that provided it with substantial political power, such as the Labour Party had in the Johannesburg municipal and Transvaal Provincial councils, was unlikely to be easily overturned at the polls, and that opened the door to serious malpractice.


    Something like an iron law governs the evolution of political parties, the refinement of legislation and the enforcement of the rule of law. Whenever and wherever there is a serious imbalance between political power and wealth that is distributed grossly unevenly across society, politicians-turned-criminals, or criminals-turned-politicians (the most successful practitioners being virtually indistinguishable), will attempt to short-circuit the checks and balances of democratic systems through acts of bribery and corruption with or without the cooperation of the police. Moreover, the greater the unwritten constitutional and legislative linkages between church and state, and the wider the disjuncture between party-political power, as with the Labour Party between 1910 and 1934, and the prospect of moneymaking by taking control of games of chance – including lotteries and sweepstakes – the greater the likelihood of criminal acts.


    Unsurprisingly, lotteries and sweepstakes were taken up as an electoral issue by the Labour Party at the height of its political power and came to play an important part in the public policies and private lives of many of its leading politicians, as well as several prominent figures in the Witwatersrand underworld. In Johannesburg, the two-way flow between crime-as-politics and politics-as-crime was especially noticeable between 1910 and the violence of the white miners’ strike in 1922.


    Perhaps crucially, from the first law prohibiting lotteries, in 1890, until the moment that all the intervening legislation was repealed and a national lottery established under a freely elected democratic government, in 2000, the most important lotteries within Protestant South Africa were based beyond the country’s borders in central and southern Africa – in Catholic Mozambique, in Northern and Southern Rhodesia – and in Europe, in Ireland and in Malta. These international dimensions to the problem, evident from World War I and becoming increasingly important after World War II, did much to leave the South African Police hamstrung as they struggled to implement anti-gambling legislation that was constantly in danger of becoming a dead letter. The resulting gap between the law on lotteries and its implementation, and the opportunities it created along the Witwatersrand, were first exploited, brilliantly, by an Australian adventurer who hailed from the Kalgoorlie goldfields and who teamed up with an undomesticated Portuguese-Mozambican Catholic priest – effectively defrocked but well-connected – who acquired the concession to run the Lourenço Marques Lottery (LML).


    In short, gambling, a phenomenon glimpsed only through the monocle of ‘social history’, is probably better viewed through the bifocal of ‘history of society’. Johannesburg and the Witwatersrand’s white working-class culture bent beneath gambling legislation that outlawed lotteries for 75 years, and it took the country a hundred years to establish a state lottery. Yet, during the intervening decades there was never a moment when the oppressive views of a Calvinist minority, working in tandem with the government of the day to suppress gambling, whether it be dog racing, football pools, pinball machines or lotteries, were not challenged, circumvented or ignored by a white working class that effectively defeated Calvin’s police. This, then, is the story of a religious war lost.






  
    PART I


    INFECTION


    [There is a] gold mining madness in the City [of London] … In short, we are in the midst of one of those eras of feverish speculative activity which, as all students of finance and economics know, are constantly alternating with periods of stagnation and depression.


    The Nineteenth Century: A Monthly Review, Vol 38, July–December 1895


    ___________


    The Imperial Umbrella and Emergence of a ‘Gambling Problem’ on the Witwatersrand, circa 1886–1899


    Modern South Africa was the offspring of a mining revolution fathered politically by the British Empire, mothered by mutating settler nationalisms and suckled into a robust infancy on the racist profits of capitalist industry. When Britain re-annexed the Cape Colony in 1806, English laws on gambling were in the midst of a long-term swing in policy over lotteries. With roots in the biblical practice of drawing lots in which ‘God has chosen you’, lotteries had been around since the time of the Romans and had been popular in England before they were first banned in 1699. The roots of the stubborn perennial were, however, never fully lifted. The ashes of the industrial revolution only encouraged new growth, and a surge in urban gambling saw the flowering of fully secular lotteries. With an ability to instantly transform the economic and social status of an individual without their first having to undergo the sacrifices of biblically sanctioned toil, and in an era marked by radical changes in class structure, lotteries were incompatible with the views of the church, the rich and merchants and shopkeepers who wanted workers to settle their debts on payday. The last legal draw for a lottery in England was in 1826, after which they were again banned, this time successfully.1


    The pall of anti-gambling legislation, of a sort more expected in port cities, thus settled over southern Africa before the formation of the landlocked Boer republics, or the mineral discoveries in the remote interior. By the mid-19th century, the shadow of English class legislation complemented, rather than conflicted with, the Calvinist thinking of the theologically conservative Dutch Reformed Church. In a colonial, racially divided country, Calvin and class not only overlapped but could, where necessary, provide the ideological grammar and weaponry that might conveniently be extended when it came to exercising moral authority and control over the indigenous majority destined to become a distinctive black labouring underclass. However, our concern here is how the Calvin-and-class, and class-and-Calvin, combinations played out among white workers.


    Gold was discovered on the Witwatersrand, in 1886, in low-paying ores drawn from reefs that dipped sharply beneath the surface, but the saving grace was that they were continuous and, once crushed and the mineral content refined, yielded quantities that soon invited capital inflows of global proportions. Within a matter of only a few years the original adventurers, diggers and prospectors in the frontier camps – fortune seekers high on hope but low on cash – were bought out and replaced by mining companies, which, in turn, were eventually devoured by the even larger mining finance houses, the repositories of ‘deep-level’ corporate giants that formed a cartel in the shape of the Chamber of Mines. Johannesburg, the city at the centre of it all, was born of individual and collective gambling and speculation, and investment in industrial capitalism that, as ever, swiftly ensured the economic marginalisation of most of the vulnerable – black and white alike.


    These financial fireworks erupted amid the stillness of an unlikely setting. The Witwatersrand, an urban excrescence where people pursued profit with greater zeal than bookmakers pursued punters, mushroomed in a sparsely populated agrarian republic. The Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR), underpinned by a weak economy, was loosely controlled by farmers of Dutch and European extraction in the throes of becoming Afrikaners – people with a distinctive culture, history, language and religion. Many of them, conservatives resentful of British imperialism and the emancipation of slaves, as well as being semi-literate, were descendants of Cape settlers who had moved north in a search for independence on the Highveld. The ZAR also lacked significant internal markets and towns, or a solid infrastructure of established roads or railways connected to the coast.
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    Drawing on the same sturdy outlook and independence of spirit, these northern Afrikaners approached God and his word from an angle the origins of which could be traced easily enough, but which deviated from that of two of the establishment’s churches – the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk and the Hervormde Kerk. The Gereformeerde Kerk and its followers, known as Doppers, although part of the broader family of Dutch Reformed churches, were drawn together in President SJP Kruger’s backyard constituency, in Rustenburg, in 1859.2 Although constituting only roughly ten per cent of Afrikaners, Kruger and the Dopper community, which believed strongly in the notions of the elect and predestination, played a disproportionately important role in the formulation of social policies designed to control urban immigrant cultures amid an industrial revolution – laws destined to last for more than half a century. The Doppers were pitted against the Enlightenment, the evangelism of the Methodists and others, liberalism, racial equality and integration in church or state – ideas that later informed many apartheid policies. The faithful saw no inherent evil in the moderate consumption of alcohol or tobacco – both commodities produced by its farming faithful and destined for urban markets. But, by then, its tolerance had reached its outer limits. Doppers objected to boxing, cinema, circuses, clubs and dancing, as well as to men and women bathing together in municipal facilities.3 It was a world view wholly at odds with what was happening in what they called Duiwelsdorp (Satan’s City) – Johannesburg – or along the rest of the Witwatersrand.


    The new gold-devil worm eventually burrowed its way from Krugersdorp and Roodepoort in the west, through Johannesburg at the centre and then proceeded to hollow out the earth beneath the railway junction at Germiston and on as far as Boksburg, Benoni and Brakpan and Springs at the far eastern end of the Reef. As it delved in the darkness below, the helminth fed off the roots of ‘social evils’ on the Dopper checklist. Brothels, seedy clubs devoted to games of chance and a seemingly endless string of noisy bars and canteens lubricated the workings of the evil eye as it searched for victims who were, all too often, within easy reach.


    In Duiwelsdorp, a man could bet on anything, from a downmarket contest as to how many rats a dog in a pit could bite to death in five minutes to the outcome of a fancy horse race. When, in 1889–1892, technical problems in the gold recovery process triggered an economic downturn, it nudged some of the most vulnerable sections of the population into a betting frenzy. That was enough to direct President Kruger’s Dopper-dominated Volksraad (legislature) in Pretoria to pass a clutch of seminal laws designed to curb the excesses of the recalcitrant godless.


    The first ambitious tug on the reins of what became a runaway horse came in 1889 with the passing of Law No. 6. But, as with the Dopper omission of drinking and smoking, Law No. 6, aimed at curbing games of chance, was born with a troubling hole in its heart, and Johannesburg, along with much of southern Africa, promptly descended into an exempted ‘sweepstake craze’.4 The following year, with the economy in the doldrums, it was followed by more desperate pulling in the form of the long-lived Law No. 7 of 1890 outlawing the operation of lotteries, though, perversely, ‘sweepstakes’ remained legal.5 But the animal never faltered, charging on and on, dragging the unhappy lawmakers along behind it. Twelve months later, in 1891, the Dopper faithful were tossed a frayed lasso by way of a law that sought to ban Sunday betting and horse racing.6
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    There was, however, no turning back. By the time that renewed enthusiasm heralded the start of the ‘Kaffir Boom’, which stretched from 1893 to the biggest gamble yet on the continent, the Jameson Raid, in 1895–1896, there was no stopping either the beast or the trailing populace. The betting shops were ‘crowded from morn to night’. WA Phillips organised the sale of sweepstake tickets with a first prize of £5 000, and things only got better. So extensive was Phillips’s clientele that he soon attracted a competitor, JB Legate, who, shortly thereafter and in a sign of things to come, shifted his operation first to Durban and then, after the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902), to Lourenço Marques. In 1892, the Portuguese administration in Mozambique, hoping to siphon off a share of the working-class spoils on offer, sold a concession for a short-lived provincial lottery of its own. By the time the ‘craze’ reached its high point, in 1895, a rival, David Moss, was selling sweepstakes to the value of more than £30 000 (about £4 million today) – at weekly race meetings in dusty Satan’s City.7


    Frenetic gold rushes, followed by bouts of wild speculation and then periods of consolidation of capital-intensive industries by financial entrepreneurs, were nothing new.8 It was, after all, the story of California (1848), Australia (1851) and Venezuela (1871). But the diamond (1867) and gold (1880s) rushes in southern Africa were attractive for a few additional reasons. The rapid development of steamships and a drop in the price of intercontinental travel in the late Victorian era had helped shrink distance. Ease of travel and increased speed placed the new fields within easier reach of prospectors and diggers, and the mechanics and miners who followed them as labour markets became more specialised. Indeed, by the 1890s and for a decade thereafter, something akin to an internationally mobile proletariat had emerged.9 Not only were Kimberley and Johannesburg within easy reach of each other by coach or rail, for the better-paid and more skilled white miners, but the most dangerous and physically demanding of tasks fell to thousands of low-paid black workers.


    The mail ship and the telegraph, integral parts of a globalising world, meant that there was no keeping the good news from Cornish and Lancastrian miners, who were among the first to entrench themselves on the Rand in significant numbers. But once the inflow of the northerners steadied, a new stream of Anglophone immigrants, attracted by the market-manipulated profits of the ‘Kaffir Boom’, began debouching from the southeast. The Australians arrived in more significant, albeit still modest, numbers from 1891 to 1895.10


    The Australasians were, as always, comprised of a number of loosely woven strands that put to rest any simple-minded notions of ‘national’ identity, even though they were all drawn from a country reputed to host the world’s most lucrative gambling culture. The majority – mechanics and mineworkers – reconciled to the new reality unfolding on the Rand, made their way directly to the mining companies to seek employment. But some who had missed the earlier boat to southern Africa had expectations that harked back more to frontier fortune-seeking days than to deep-level mining. Among the latter grouping were several bookmakers and a few younger Irish Australians, professional sportsmen who made their living from anything ranging from baccarat and billiards to boxing. And, hidden among the whole lot, as had happened previously in the shifts between Australia and California, in mid-century, were some criminals.11


    From its earliest days until World War II, the white working class’s love of horse racing and lotteries on the Witwatersrand was serviced by a coterie of Australian immigrants and their offspring. Years later, church and state sometimes cast them as anti-social predators at best or, at worst, as gangsters. In the eyes of most white and some black workers, however, the same bookies and lottery salesmen came across as honest and reputable entrepreneurs, and one or two went on to become minor folk heroes as trusted guides who repeatedly proved they could lead a man through the forests of fortune or misfortune and on to hidden treasure.


    But Australians did not figure as the most menacing, numerous or prominent underworld figures in the years leading up to the Anglo-Boer War. Between 1895 and 1899, law-enforcement agencies in the ZAR were at full stretch dealing with problems other than lotteries and sweepstakes. East European gangsters, the core of whom had come from New York City, dominated the trade in organised prostitution, underwritten in good measure by a traffic in ‘white slaves’ drawn from ports all around the Atlantic. Calvinists and others found the situation intolerable, and Dopper legislators responded, in 1898, by passing a new comprehensive Immorality Act. The Volksraad was, however, far less keen on enacting legislation to curb excessive drinking by black miners. When it eventually did so, Law No. 7 of 1896 gave rise to an extensive illegal trade in cheap spirits dominated by marginalised East European immigrants.12


    Excessive drinking, gambling and whoring by solitary males, in the absence of long-term partners or wives, are quintessential markers of frontier settings in which the class destinations and future of the initial adventurers, entrepreneurs and fortune seekers are open-ended. But the dreams of unearned wealth and ways of gaining access to it shift over time in response to deep-seated political, economic and social forces. The church and an industrialising state set about gaining greater control of a populace that – half-approving, half-resentful – was being moulded for settled family life and directed into increasingly controlled and policed working-class communities.


    In South Africa, that transition was facilitated by the triumph of British imperialism in the Anglo-Boer War. In the aftermath of the British victory, the extent and nature of gambling along the Rand gradually metamorphosed, but in confusing and hesitant fashion. Proclamation 33 of 1901 repealed Kruger’s Law No. 7 of 1890 on lotteries and horse racing, but it, in turn, was repealed by Act 37 of 1909 shortly before Union.13 The problem was that, while Act 37 was explicit about horse racing, there was a puzzling silence around lotteries and sweepstakes. The ensuing bewilderment lasted for decades.


    The Coming of the White Working Class and the Foundations of Family-Centred Popular Culture, circa 1902–1914


    Not all professional gamblers attracted to South Africa were sucked into the slipstream of an increasingly mobile English-speaking international proletariat or drawn from a trickle of hopeful traders from the Mediterranean littoral. As we will note, some immigrants, including a few Australians, had joined the British imperial forces during the Anglo-Boer War and chose to stay on once demobilised. But, as in the early 1890s, when an unsuccessful attempt was made to launch a brotherhood of Australians along the lines constituted by Cumbrians, Cornishmen and Lancastrians, they again proved too few to cohere properly.


    The few Australians, along with thousands of returning wartime refugees, soon realised that the Witwatersrand’s frontier days were a thing of the past. First, the British military administration and then Alfred Milner’s post-war reconstruction regime – backed by a police force recruited largely from demobilised ex-servicemen – set about creating a new dispensation for the Witwatersrand. A sustained, largely successful drive against organised crime, particularly the illicit sale of alcohol and prostitution, helped dispel many of the larger pockets of stale air lingering in Johannesburg. The underlying objective was to create a climate more conducive to sustaining the family life and values of an increasingly socially rooted white working class. To that end, Milner ensured that new suburbs were laid out within the boundaries of a greatly expanded municipality and linked to the inner city by a rail and tram network.


    But the overall success of the transition from frontier setting to urban formation depended ultimately on the ability of the mining industry, local government and state to provide accommodation for their racially divided working classes at an enhanced clip. Unlike single black migrant workers, herded en masse into barracks-like compounds on mine properties without choice, white working-class families looked to modest cottages or small houses to support their changing lifestyle. But the authorities struggled to keep up with the demand for housing on the part of white miners and workers, thereby prolonging the much hoped-for transition.


    In 1897, barely 12 per cent of the European mine employees along the Witwatersrand were married and had their families living with them. Five years later, by 1902, the figure had increased to 20 per cent. But progress thereafter remained painfully slow. By 1912, a decade later, still less than half the white miners – 42 per cent – were leading recognisably more socially rounded working-class lives. The high price of machine-made bricks, largely under the control of a few of the leading mining houses, did not help. Faced with the prospect of housing funded by local government or the state, a development likely to encourage the emergence of radical political ideologies along the same lines, some leading companies set about erecting additional married quarters between 1902 and 1905. That spurt, however, ended promptly when the industry collided, head-on, with the recession that followed.14 As late as 1923, local architects were still actively pursuing designs for low-cost cottages that might appeal to white working-class families in search of a home.15


    Caught between a rapid falling-off in the grade of ore being mined, on the one hand, and rising labour costs, on the other, the mining industry, further unsettled by a strike of white workers in 1907, languished from 1906 to 1908. The downturn resulted in significant hardship for white miners, including a score or more stranded families repatriated to Australia at the Chamber of Mines’ expense. The sharp recession did nothing to ease the shortage of accommodation for many married workers, who sank further into debt despite a temporary reduction in rents. In Johannesburg, some 60 professional moneylenders competed via press advertisements and clearly had little difficulty in drawing in white workers, who were forced to pay extortionate interest rates on most short-term loans.16


    In dire straits and surrounded by loan sharks, white workers were forced to look around for other ways of obtaining relief, and, through the gloom, it was the beacons of the merchants of luck and salesmen of chance that stood out along the shoreline. But getting a clear view was difficult. How was one to distinguish between legitimate professionals approved by the state to make a living from taking risks – bookies, moneylenders or pawnbrokers – and the more numerous underworld characters peddling get-rich-quick schemes? The fog of recession and the urgency of the housing crisis only further impaired visibility, and some men moved freely along the murky borders separating the categories.


    William Thorne Seccombe, born in Paterson, New South Wales, in 1873, was the son of George Seccombe and Amy Naylor and died, aged 70, in Durban, in 1943. Little is known about his childhood other than that he was raised in a farming community that bred and raced horses and exported them to India. Like others in his extended family, Seccombe developed a taste for adventure, gambling and travel. Moving north, he bred horses and served as a steward at an unknown racecourse.


    In 1899, he volunteered for the 2nd Queensland Mounted Infantry and attained the rank of lieutenant during the Anglo-Boer War. Upon demobilisation, in 1902, he married Mary Lynch in Bloemfontein and secured a position with the Orange River Colony Cold Storage Company. His primary interest, however, remained horse racing, and he was warned off the Bloemfontein Sporting Club’s course without the right of appeal.17


    When the company sent Seccombe to open a branch office in Johannesburg, around 1904, he became a founder member of the Auckland Park Racing Club (APRC). Shortly thereafter, he went to Cape Town, either of his own accord or on behalf of the APRC, to assist enthusiasts hoping to establish a racecourse at Goodwood or Milnerton. The visit did not end well. In 1905, he was given the option of a fine for running a meeting that did not comply with the rules of the Jockey Club of South Africa. He returned to Johannesburg, where he became editor of the Sporting Times and, always convivial, energetic and often genuinely civic-minded, secretary to the Transvaal Horse Owners’ Association.18


    The end of the Anglo-Boer War had brought home to Seccombe how difficult it was to find suitable accommodation to raise a growing family on a modest income. Acquiring the deposit that would enable one to raise a mortgage loan was hardly a novel problem, and as he scrabbled about in his tucker bag of ideas, Seccombe was reminded how, in Australia, the difficulty had been addressed, if not solved.


    Starr-Bowkett societies, rudimentary forms of non-profit building societies, rested on monthly subscriptions for shares that entitled contributors to qualify for interest-free housing loans repayable over a predetermined period. Societies would be dissolved once all members had received loans and made their repayments. In their original form, Starr-Bowketts did not make provision for the raising of, or provision of, loans to third parties, for the employment of the promoters or for remuneration other than through the payment of modest honoraria. There was, however, the ever-present potential for serious abuse, if not outright theft.19


    Pioneered in England in the 19th century as cooperative schemes until they were outlawed there in the 1890s, Starr-Bowketts had been a feature of Australian urban life for a few decades and remained both legal and popular well into the 20th century. But they were building societies with a twist insofar as, once sufficient contributors had paid their subscriptions, the names of those eligible for a loan would be drawn by ballot – a feature English law had deemed to be akin to a lottery and therefore relegated to a form of gambling. The legality or otherwise of Starr-Bowketts had never been tested in the South African courts.


    In 1904, with Leslie Leo as partner, Seccombe launched the First South African Starr-Bowkett Building Society, focused on the mining industry, tradesmen with sufficient capital to afford slightly higher subscription rates and other house-hunters lower down in the socio-economic pecking order. The scheme attracted attention from various mechanics (skilled artisans) and a working-class public that did not always read the fine print. But the police did. In January 1908, both men were in court charged under Law No. 7 of 1890. Presenting his evidence in a way designed to appeal to middle-class sensitivities, Seccombe claimed that he was intent on forming a company and that the scheme was designed primarily to help independent skilled craftsmen wishing to ‘enlarge their businesses’.


    The magistrate, taking his cue from English law, could not, or would not, be fooled. He found both guilty, saying, ‘it was a lottery pure and simple’ and ‘a dangerous scheme [that] would defraud the public’. Seccombe was sentenced to a £50 fine or four months’ hard labour, and Leo to £30 or two months. Not everyone agreed. Sensing that the Anglophone public’s sympathy no longer lay squarely behind what they saw as antiquated Dopper legislation, Seccombe took the matter on appeal and had his sentence reduced to £15 – or one month’s hard labour.20


    The latter judgment, by nodding in the direction of public opinion, acknowledged some of the social changes that had come in the wake of the Anglo-Boer War and pointed to a certain hesitancy on the part of the state when it came to dealing with lotteries, and thus constituted a minor legal landmark. It was read with approval by dream merchants and lawyers but did little to encourage those charged with applying the law – the magistrates and police. Moreover, it came at a time when the Lourenço Marques Lottery – which had got off to a bad start through poor organisation by failing to penetrate the Johannesburg market and meet fully its obligations to local church charities – was in complete disarray, if not moribund. The result was that, from time to time, new and better organised lotteries continued to surface along the Witwatersrand, despite that fact that they remained illegal.21


    Undaunted by a reduced sentence, Seccombe continued to peddle Starr-Bowkett shares but encountered growing resistance from the existing membership as the recession deepened their financial plight.22 Hard-pressed contributors discovered that, should they wish to withdraw from the scheme, they could recover only ten per cent of their monthly subscriptions over a period of several years. Investing in the Starr-Bowkett scheme was, for some, a bit like the man trapped in a 20-foot-deep pit who chances upon a ladder, only to find that it is only ten feet long. By May 1909, there were streams of complaints to employers and lawyers about the society, including ‘hundreds from the working class’. By then, however, the society had more than 450 members and assets said to be worth more than £80 000, and it was reported as still in a healthy financial position when it was finally wound down in 1919.23


    After 1909, Seccombe had little if anything to do with Starr-Bowkett, as the society continued to function, while the magistrate’s ruling that it constituted a lottery appears to have fallen into desuetude.24 Indeed, over the three years that followed, the original scheme was slowly but successfully transformed into the ‘Premier Starr-Bowkett Building Society’.25 Seccombe’s withdrawal is easily explained. Ever since November 1908, he, along with some black and countless white workers, had been in awe of, in the thrall of, probably the most extraordinarily sharp adventurer ever to have traversed southern Africa, where he achieved legendary status, as he did back in his homeland. A quarter of a century later, Johannesburg newspapers were still reporting on his exploits to interested if not spellbound readers. A creative, energised, impatient, peripatetic force of nature, the newcomer’s reading and understanding of the needs and hopes of working-class families drew on experience derived from travel through a dozen countries on four continents. His mind had never shown much respect for rest, space or time. On the Rand he combined business ventures, entertainment and gambling in breathtakingly innovative ways. Australian by birth, he was almost certainly distantly related to, and some years younger than, Seccombe, who was probably a cousin on his mother’s side.


    Christened Rupert Theodore Naylor (1882–1939) in Chippendale, a suburb of Sydney, he was raised, along with five brothers and two sisters, by his mother and a restless fortune-seeking labourer-turnedhotelier father. In 1894, when he was 12, his parents moved to the West Wyalong goldfields in New South Wales where he worked on a mine property that gave him a liking for adrenalin-charged settings. Disliking his given name, he changed it to Rufus or Rufe and then displayed the first signs of a turbo-charged mind and metabolism when, at 14, he became a partner in a bicycle repair business. Two years later, he returned to Sydney where, aged 17, he became the youngest registered bookmaker in Australia.26


    But turn-of-the-century Sydney was too old and too sedate for Naylor’s need for excitement. Heading north, he looped through Queensland, taking in Brisbane and moving on to the wide-open mining towns of Charters Towers and Gympie, refining a speciality that combined two great Australian passions – sport and gambling. He promoted races between professional athletes – ‘world champions’ – with track records and identities that ethnic communities within a nation in the making could readily identify with.27


    By the early 1900s Naylor and his wife, Catherine, had crossed the continent and set up shop in the Western Australian mining centre of Kalgoorlie. He registered as a bookmaker, became a committee member of the athletics club and blew away any residual notions of isolation and provincialism by helping to stage the famed ‘Kalgoorlie Hundreds’ – novel programmes featuring amateur and professional events. In 1906, the Hundreds featured a race between the Australian champion and hero, Arthur Postle, and the reigning Irish world sprint champion athlete, BR Day.28


    The paroxysms of excitement and patriotic delight that accompanied a Postle victory underscored Naylor’s marketing genius. The carnival-like event, spread over several days, was said to have attracted between five and ten thousand spectators, many of whom had trundled in from the outback aboard chartered trains. Using the modern miracle of the steam engine to breathe additional life and profits into productions was part of a formula that would serve him for many decades.


    But, hidden away within the numbers flocking to the ‘Sixth Hundred’ lay another element of Naylor’s success – his ability to read social change and reach beyond the often exclusive, masculine culture of mining towns to expand the market potential and enhance self-control within potentially unruly crowds. He wanted everyone, including women and their children, present at his events, and the 1906 meeting included female athletes – the weirdly named Loyal Forward was crowned Western Australia’s first woman state champion. In short, it was a triumph. ‘Rufe Naylor’, the press reported, ‘cleared an enormous profit over the Day-Postle match, as admission charges were high, ranging from two to six shillings.’29


    But in Naylor’s businesses it was frequently a matter of feast or famine. As with the circus, there was a limit to the number of spectacles that could be staged for low-income earners in a particular town or city before he was forced to move on to the next location. In that sense, his enterprise was part of a robber economy, one in which, once local resources were exhausted, he had to explore new horizons. It was this, coupled to a chronic itch in the distal parts of his legs, that turned him into a worldwide traveller. Sadly, however, his problems did not always end there. Since financial famines tended to last longer than feasts, there were often difficulties either in covering the costs of the next round of travels, or in raising the capital necessary to develop some new global enterprise – sometimes both. And, when short of funds to bridge the gap between the current famine and impending feast, it was tempting to resort to short-term ‘solutions’ that were not always legal, and a criminal record only added impetus to the need to get out of town or country.


    Just months before the Sixth Hundreds, where winning professional athletes were rewarded with gold medals and prize money, Naylor was arrested for fraud at the Perth racecourse.30 His abrupt departure appears not to have resulted in a serious denouement since he was quickly back in Kalgoorlie planning his next, more ambitious move. In May 1907, he and Day undertook a whirlwind tour of New Zealand before boarding a steamer for Vancouver. From there they worked their way across Canada, down into the northeastern United States, and then on from New York City to Liverpool and a well-advertised athletics event with the equally peripatetic Arthur Postle at Salford.31


    With Catherine and the two children in England, Seccombe in place on the Rand and the wind of Australian experiences at his back, 27-year-old Naylor turned southward to conjure with the entertainment needs and gambling propensities of the richest gold-mining city in the world. He surged through Johannesburg like a tsunami, casting aside obstacles and forcing his way through existing structures until it seemed as though there was not a square inch of any avenue, street or alley that did not bear traces of his presence. For four years, from 1908 to 1912, and then again some years later, his footprints and sometimes even his fingerprints were found everywhere. Everyone knew when Rufe was in town.


    To start with, bookmaking provided Naylor with his bread and butter, the jam coming from inside information provided by Seccombe, a committee member at the booming Auckland Park Racing Club. But, for some time, there had been worrying signs that horse-racing meetings, considered to be excessive in their frequency, were falling into official disfavour, and so Rufe spread his bets by diversifying the existing opportunities available to bookmakers and the public.


    Building on a long-standing English pastime, racing dogs of various breeds was an almost natural extension to horse racing, and it was not long before Naylor was correctly suspected of trying to gain control of all whippet racing.32 Drawing on the template developed at Kalgoorlie, he brought in, from Australia and far beyond, a steady stream of ‘world champions’, including the indefatigable Arthur Postle and BR Day, and staged not only professional athletics meetings and cycle races but an international sculling event, held on the muddied waters of the Germiston Lake.33
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    ‘Rufe’ T Naylor, international entrepreneur extraordinaire and Lourenço Marques Lottery concessionaire.


    None of the venues were ever large enough for Rufe, and the events never frequent or profitable enough, to douse the fire that always raged within him. Constantly driven, Naylor’s watchwords were ‘bigger’, ‘better’, ‘more’. There was no time for ‘joy or sweet contemplation’; he liked working under ‘high pressure’. ‘He was one of those men’, an Australian who clearly knew him well later wrote, ‘who really cared little for actual money. He revelled in the chase after it, the scheming, the work, the planning, and the tense excitement of the game as he saw and played it, and perhaps he had a streak of vanity which was flattered by possession.’34


    Within weeks of his arrival, Naylor, managing director of the ‘Johannesburg Athletics Club Ltd’, persuaded 20 to 30 investors to back his latest grand – some would have thought grandiose – scheme.35 Located in the inner city, on the corner of End and Main streets, the ‘Stadium Sports Ground’ housed an athletics track and saucer-shaped cycle track, supported by an electronic judging device and sufficient lighting for up to 10 000 spectators, who paid between one and three shillings for places in separate enclosures.36 After a shaky start, average attendance rose to more than 2 000, but on an evening in April 1909, a crowd of 6 000 spectators attracted 12 registered bookmakers to the betting shops and reserved sections, the larger public enclosure being strictly for viewing only.37


    Beyond all the advertising, hoopla and press publicity that accompanied Stadium events up to their dying days in 1912, Naylor’s pioneering social philosophy – never restricted by venue – was clear for all who wished to see. He was hoping to benefit from the transition from the wild, all-male mining-camp entertainment and recreation of the 1890s to something recognisably modern that would resonate with settled working-class communities in developed countries around the world. As he put it to sceptical members of the Transvaal gambling commission, in 1909: ‘We use every endeavour, and I venture to say with success, to keep out all undesirable elements, whether male or female, from the Stadium and for this purpose we have a special private detective at the gates. We are particular in this respect for the reason that we have hundreds of ladies who visit the Stadium regularly, besides which, many of these ladies bring with them their younger children for we have found here, as I found both in Australia and America, that a very considerable section of the population, prefer this kind of entertainment to a theatre, music hall or any other kind of entertainment.’38


    Nearly always abreast of demographic trends, Naylor was intent on growing the market as far as possible by drawing in recently urbanised Afrikaners to the Stadium. Afrikaner men and women with strong ethnic identities, driven off the land by the British, had more than a passing resemblance to the Irish he had courted in Australia. But they had no recent history of involvement in often venerable English sporting codes, so who was to assume the role that Day had played for the urbanising Irish back in Kalgoorlie?


    The answer lay in finding cyclists that Afrikaners could identify with, and who, when pitted against the resented ‘Engelse’ usurpers or their proxies, might help settle a few scores – albeit only in symbolic terms. On chilly winter evenings over two seasons, the champion South African cyclist FD Venter, of Pietersburg, and others were pitted against visiting Australians or New Zealanders, such as PB Quinlan, in contests such as the one billed ‘Kangaroo Comet vs Springbok’.39 


    [image: ]


    Twenty-six-year-old Rufe Naylor’s professional athletics promotion, 1908, prior to his departure for South Africa.


    But, even as the company set about refining the Stadium’s infrastructure, Naylor was becoming increasingly aware that they were rowing against a strong-flowing, outgoing tide – one reversing incoming forces he had helped trigger and set firmly against new betting practices and a perceived excess of horse-racing meetings. The tempest was being driven not only by the winds of the old conservative Dopper legislation spawned in the countryside but by gusts from a new urban alliance. At its core lay intertwined strands of quasi-Calvinist ideologies serving the interests of the mine owners and middle-class retailers burnt by unpaid debts incurred during the downturn of 1906–1908. And championing the need for a commission of inquiry into gambling, to encourage the virtues of restraint and thrift in the unsettled white working class, was the Sunday Times.


    The Chamber of Mines, not all that distant from the sections of society that sashayed into the turf clubs, did not make its objections to working-class gambling or racecourses known formally. Why would it, at a time when white workers were becoming noticeably more militant, organised and unionised in the shape of the emerging Labour Party and the older Transvaal Miners’ Association?40 But some mine owners were more frank when corresponding privately with the police. The directors of West Rand Consolidated Mines, for example, were of the view that ‘[i]t is notorious that race meetings attract, amongst others, the undesirable elements of the population and that much drinking is associated with them’, and that they caused ‘periodical dislocation of mining operations’. Clearly, horses and horse owners needed one set of rules, horses and white workers another.41


    This class-and-culture ‘problem’, starkly outlined in the depressed economy, predated Naylor’s arrival in the city. In April 1908, the Sunday Times, frustrated by the Jockey Club’s unwillingness to curb the number of racing days along the Reef, ran an editorial feeling its way to what it branded as a local ‘evil’. ‘Desperation and bad times’ had made people ‘reckless’ and shifted the attention of some from ‘the Stock Exchange [to] the racecourse’. Which white workers frequented the stock market it could not, or would not, specify. Thirty days of racing since the start of the year, the newspaper argued, had seen £300 000 pass through the hands of the bookies, and ‘this paper believes that a great many of the unpaid bills which are the curse of the shopkeepers on the Rand remain unpaid simply because the money is gambled away at race meetings’. Government intervention would invite widespread resentment but, at the same time, only a return by the public to more ‘sober ways’ could ensure the ‘revival of ordinary, legitimate commerce’.42


    Taking to its role as a stern father of the wayward, if not the backward – at a time when the white working class was showing growing signs of wanting to leave the capitalist fold and set out on a socialist path – the Sunday Times clung to the issue like a fox terrier with a large woollen stocking. The stridency of the campaign makes one wonder what, if any, personal as well as professional issues were at stake.


    The answer, it seems, was none, directly. The editor, LR MacLeod (1875–1941), was born in New Zealand, the son of Scottish parents, and pursued a career in journalism in Australia before emigrating to South Africa. A conservative of cultivated literary taste, MacLeod lived through the 1906–1908 recession, editing the Sunday Times from 1907 to 1910. From his vantage point as journalist, he saw the structural damage wrought by the downturn, but it was only much later, after he had become the literary editor of the Daily Mail, in London, that he became aware of a member of his extended South African family who was said to be a ‘feckless spendthrift’ and who had ‘lost the housekeeping money at the races’. By then he was corresponding with, and publishing essays by, Joseph Conrad before returning to South Africa to edit the Rand Daily Mail from 1924 until 1941.43


    MacLeod’s editorials about gambling in the recession became increasingly interventionist, moralistic and paternalistic in tone, and one or two Protestant churches could not resist joining in and fighting the good fight. The paper never singled out Naylor by name, but by January 1909, just as the Stadium project was taking off, the Sunday weekly’s tone had become much more strident. Too many racing days ‘had a bad effect on the business life of the community’ and the ‘habits of thrift and steadiness’ that characterise a more mature and responsible working class ‘suffer’. ‘The Transvaal Government’ – increasingly toothless and destined for the scrap heap of history with the rapid approach of Union – needed to step in and take its cue from Australia, a colonial cousin, where state legislation restricting the number of racing days allowed each year had long since been enacted.44


    But one had to be careful what one wished for, and Louis Botha’s government, sensing its muscle wasting away, was keen to demonstrate its residual strength before it disbanded and MPs were called upon to compete for their places on a larger stage. The Attorney General was one of the first to sip the Times’s printer’s ink, and by April 1909 a commission of inquiry into gambling was gathering evidence, including from Naylor and Seccombe, who did their best to open the commission’s eyes to more tolerant legislation across the wider Anglophone world.45


    The Attorney General, Jacob de Villiers, insisted on passing the chalice around, and members of the commission, more accustomed to drinking than sipping, partook freely – some thought too freely – of a press potion said to cure the public, if not politicians. By June, the Sunday Times, having got a glimpse of what by then was thundering down the track towards the cowering public, was, along with others, having second thoughts. The government, the Oracle of Outrage argued, had been right in framing new legislation to control gambling ‘but it might have kept in mind the fact this isn’t a nursery or yet a colony of hopeless imbeciles’.46


    By then the genie was out the bottle and the Holy Ghost afoot in a church or two. The short reference to Act 37 was the ‘Horse Racing and Betting Restriction Act 1909’. But it was the long title that revealed how ambitious in scope it was. The Act ‘to regulate and control Horse, Pony, and Galloway Racing, to restrict Betting and Wagering, and to prevent the dissemination of information as to Betting’ might as well have borne another subtitle: ‘The Abolition of the Stadium Act’. The Act was so comprehensive that Attorney HD Bernberg, a man said to have ‘capitalist principles’ but who went on to become the Honorary Secretary of the South African Labour Party until messy financial transactions prompted his suicide, in 1913, published a guide for those bewildered by its provisions.47


    The licensing of new racecourses would be for the approval of the Attorney General and, if necessary, the Minister of Mines. There, then, was the ‘hidden hand’ linking the mine owners to white working-class recreation laid bare for all interested enough to read. The minister could determine if, where and when horse races might be conducted. In addition to restricting the number of racing days and taxing the turnover on the tote, the sale of race cards and betting was to be confined strictly to racecourses – that is, away from town. All these provisions outlawed existing bookmaking practices, but the Act also made it an offence to bet ‘at any time or place upon the result of any foot race, cycle race, or any shooting, running or boxing contest or prize fight’. The Act, which came into force on 1 October 1909, sought to fell Naylor and the Stadium with one blow.


    It failed to do so. Well, not with a single swipe and certainly not instantly, although a decade later, Naylor claimed to have been ‘ruined by legislation in the Transvaal in 1909’ and by 1911 was advertising in the press, hoping to attract a partner with capital for one of his new ventures.48 Even without the benefit of legal on-site betting, the Stadium continued to provide locals with a venue for professional athletic, cycle and dog-racing spectacles until 1912.49 The truth of the matter was that Naylor had seen what was coming and, fleet of foot, by the closing weeks of 1909 was taking evasive action with a few unexpected moves.


    The latest thing in the UK and the US was the showing of moving pictures – silent films – interspersed with live vaudeville acts performed by leading international artistes of the day while the reels were changed. Naylor owned a number of downtown properties, and a friend, Marks Prechner, had ready cash. By February 1910, the New Tivoli and Picture Palace were up and running, feeding a ‘bioscope’ (cinema) craze, while Naylor took over the Orpheum Music Hall, soon converting it into a ‘theatre’. As with the Stadium, it was the emerging mass market rather than the old miners that Naylor courted, and so the Tivoli was sold as a ‘select family theatre’. The formula worked so well that, within months, the partners opened additional bioscopes in Boksburg, Germiston and Pretoria.50


    Manic energy alone, however, could not ensure lasting business success. Managerial muscle had to match the reach of the managerial arm or cash could evanesce from unsecured tills. Seccombe, loyal to a fault, was already undergoing a metamorphosis from factotum/timekeeper at the Stadium to part-time impresario.51 He also assisted Naylor in keeping on good terms with the likes of Isaac Friedman, who had a gaming house frequented by Sam Kahn and a few other Jewish radicals.52 Legitimate and illegitimate businesses functioned best when trust was interwoven with family ties, and Naylor had brothers to spare.


    First to be drawn into his new orbit was the low-profile Peter Charles Naylor, who, based in London from 1910, served as an agent contracting vaudeville acts and procuring films.53 Peter went on to play an important role in producing the ‘African Mirror’ newsreel. In 1912, slippery George Sylvester Naylor, who held power of attorney when Rufe was out of town, appeared in Johannesburg, sliding easily between his roles as now bookmaker, now horse breeder, now horse importer.54 Later they were joined by the youngest, Henry John ‘Harry’ Naylor.


    Believing the door was swinging open on a post-Union dispensation in which it might be easier to harness personal to political success – a circuit that had eluded him when the Horse Racing and Betting Restriction Act was passed – Rufe neatened up his image and worked harder on presenting a stronger, more pleasing profile to men of influence and the public. Part confidence man, part trickster, Naylor had courted fixers and trade unionists right from the moment the Stadium was launched.55 But what was needed now was for him and Seccombe to move in behind the politicians and capture the hearts of those who voted them into power – the public.


    The American titans of the age, unlike almost all the Randlord millionaires, who had their eyes set on Europe or their retirement, combined conspicuous success with notable acts of generosity, signalling that a hard head was compatible with a tender heart. Citizens on the Reef, some of whom knew Naylor from Kalgoorlie days, claimed he was ‘a kindly individual’, and there is no doubt of his popularity among many of their compatriots. Naylor’s caring nature for those experiencing personal hardship was there for anyone willing to look. In 1911, he staged a concert to assist a lady, broken in health, in need of the funds to cover her passage back home to Australia. Not long thereafter, when the Titanic went down, he donated the proceeds of yet another concert to the Empire-wide disaster fund.56


    The positive publicity, in a press mesmerised by Naylor’s exploits, along with his reputation as an honest bookmaker and an informed tipster, if not an always reliable partner in business, went down well in domiciled working-class communities. But not all his employees – from athletes to artistes – were either resident or full-time workers in a city built partly on the strengths of organised labour. There was a darker side to Naylor, who drew a distinction between the wages of the working class and the wishes of contracted employees.


    Like many an American mogul, Naylor was publicly sympathetic to the working class, and, in his case, he had a direct interest in seeing a rise in disposable incomes. But in private he was bitterly opposed to unionism in risky enterprises that frequently described an arc of profitability as they sped from novelty to norm. There were good reasons for his and Seccombe’s willingness to risk prosecution – repeatedly – either by overcrowding their cinemas and theatres, or by staging shows on Sundays.57 When professional athletes, including a few who doubled as shop assistants downtown, attempted to form an athletes’ union, in 1909, Naylor’s response was uncompromising: ‘he would not recognise any union or club in any shape or form’ and ‘the meeting broke up in disorder’. Individual objections or protest actions were met with summary suspensions.58


    His objection to collective action did not, however, stretch to employers. Later that year, Naylor was a moving force behind a ‘Bioscope Proprietors’ Association’ whose objective appears to have been twofold: to hold, reverse or slow the rate at which wages for variety artistes had been rising after the depression, and to establish a ‘combine’ that would reduce overheads through the creation of a ‘central booking office’. Rumours about wage cuts led to a strike and, perhaps unsurprisingly, the heat of artistes’ anger was directed outside the Tivoli Theatre, where three of the most militant were arrested, one of whom later sued Naylor.59


    Once significant financial support had been garnered from seven of the theatre proprietors who had not joined the Bioscope Proprietors’ Association, and the dispute had been taken to the Witwatersrand Trades and Labour Council, a compromise was eventually reached.60 But not with Naylor. For some time thereafter, the Tivoli Theatre showed films without the benefit of any vaudeville performances. While the conflict did little damage to Naylor’s public reputation, and none to Seccombe’s, it could not have gone down well with the emerging leadership of the Labour Party. It is noteworthy that, while Naylor remained publicly committed to the interests of working men and women, he did not join the party, but Seccombe did, and with some success.


    These straws in the wind, hinting at a periodic if not chronic shortage of cash over several months, predated the big push that came when Naylor and Prechner extended their chain of cinemas at the height of the ‘bioscope craze’. But the ‘craze’ was levelling off and box office receipts were not what they once had been.61 The Naylor-Prechner twin rocket, low on fuel, was floating in the outer reaches of the financial universe. Naylor’s orders from the flight deck were all too familiar and predictable – go faster, push further. With additional capital supplied by yet more partners, the business was consolidated and expanded, and registered as African Amalgamated Theatres Ltd (AAT), on 31 October 1911.


    For Naylor, suffering from lean-wallet syndrome as the Stadium business wound down, it was not a happy experience. Appointed and then unseated as managing director, Naylor struggled to raise the £2 000 needed to take up his allocation of shares, and the AAT board became nervous. Things got increasingly fractious, and the office door was soon girded with lock and chain. By mid-1912, the dispute was playing out in the Supreme Court, which handed down a judgment that offered only partial solutions to Naylor’s problems. The directors then suggested that he join his brother Peter in London as a second agent representing the company.


    A farewell dinner in Naylor’s honour – of the type customarily reserved for those departing permanently – was held at the Grand National Hotel, in July 1912, and attended by the Friedmans and members of the racing fraternity but not, it would seem, by too many AAT directors. Naylor used the occasion to butter up the press and send a clear message to the company’s shareholders. Monty Friedman proposed a toast ‘to the health of the Press’ – who, none too fortuitously, were represented by reporters – while Naylor turned the ideological tables on the doubters and scoffers. He already owned, he said, one-third of the shares in AAT, and was set on acquiring even more. He had every confidence in the future of the city and, he was pleased to announce, would only be away for about six months.62
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