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        INTRODUCTION
      


      
        Highlighting Migrant Humanity
      


      
        Peter Delius and Laura Phillips
      

    


    




      In the twentieth century, South Africa became internationally infamous for a
      pervasive system of racial discrimination. Less widely acknowledged is how fundamental migrant labour was to the
      making of modern South African society. Nowhere else in the world have urbanisation and industrialisation been as
      comprehensively based on migrant labour as in South Africa. Migrancy and institutionalised racism fed off each
      other and shaped the lives and deaths of millions of people. And, as the tragic events at Marikana have
      underscored, it is a system that haunts South Africa’s present as well as its past.
    


    
      The main aim of this book is to portray migrant experience, agency and humanity in thought, action and expression
      – dimensions that are often neglected in overviews of the migrant labour system. It can be read on its own, but
      it was conceived during the planning of an art exhibition on migrant life entitled ‘Ngezinyawo — Migrant
      Journeys’, which opened at the Wits Arts Museum in April 2014. It is our hope that this book, together with the
      images, artefacts and soundtracks in the exhibition, will provide an enriched perspective on the history of
      migrant labour.
    


    
      Migrants have often been presented as victims tossed to and fro on currents entirely out of their control. In
      this view, they have no agency and certainly no part in shaping the development and the form of the system. While
      there is no doubting the asymmetries of power in the making of an economy based on migrant labour, there is a
      considerable body of research from recent decades that has qualified this account, showing how migrant struggles
      and choices helped to shape the system. What has also emerged much more clearly is how migrants found ways to
      assert and express their humanity. They crafted rich forms of art, dress, dance, music and song. They created a
      myriad of social forms – from burial societies to mine marriages – to sustain them in desolate and often
      dangerous environments. They conjured forms of masculinity that enabled them to conceive of their lives as the
      heroic struggles of warriors in a peculiar form of purgatory. As the twentieth century progressed and growing
      numbers of women travelled to town, their presence created new economic and social practices and added vivid
      strands to the tapestry of city life.
    


    
      A view from above
    


    
      A focus on migrant experience and agency needs to be located in a wider understanding of the migrant labour
      system. At the outset, it is worth recalling that migrant labour in southern Africa, despite its highly coercive
      character, was not a uniquely or even supremely harsh form of labour mobilisation:
    


    
      Many labour systems around the world were more draconian, coercive and brutal than South Africa’s. Plantation
      slavery in the New World and Soviet forced labour in the Siberian gold mines made the harsh conditions in the
      South African mines pale by comparison. But most of these systems never aspired to be voluntary labour systems
      operating under the norms of modern industrial capitalism.1
    


    
      Neither was southern Africa unusual in the importance of migrant labour in the early phases of industrialisation.
      But it differed from many other societies in that it increased in importance over time, and was entrenched
      through an insidious system of pass controls and removals from urban areas.2
    


    
      There are few commentators today who would dispute that migrant labour has been a deeply destructive part of our
      history. Many accounts of the system’s evolution emphasise the extent to which it was created and shaped by
      capital and the state. These explanations focus on the last decades of the nineteenth century, as an increasingly
      pervasive participation in migrant labour was entrenched by colonial conquest, the loss of vast swathes of land,
      the imposition of taxes, draconian pass laws and centralised recruiting. By the early twentieth century, the
      system provided cheap labour on a large scale to the mines, factories and some farms. In the ensuing decades,
      workers’ wages stagnated, while rural economic resources, which had helped to
      prop up their families, were placed under mounting strain. Some of the more fertile rural areas were able to
      sustain significant levels of food production, but in most regions, very limited returns from farming and an
      expanding need for cash ensured that men (and increasingly women) had no option but to find employment on the
      mines and farms and in the cities.
    


    
      
        Table 0.1 Contract labour migration to South African mines
      


      
        
          
            	Year

            	Angola

            	Botswana

            	Lesotho

            	Malawi

            	Mozambique

            	Swaziland

            	Tanzania

            	Zambia

            	Zimbabwe

            	Other

            	Total
          


          
            	1920

            	0

            	2 112

            	10 439

            	354

            	77 921

            	3 449

            	0

            	12

            	179

            	5 484

            	99 950
          


          
            	1925

            	0

            	2 547

            	14 256

            	136

            	73 210

            	3 999

            	0

            	4

            	68

            	14

            	94 234
          


          
            	1930

            	0

            	3 151

            	22 306

            	0

            	77 828

            	4 345

            	183

            	0

            	44

            	5

            	107 862
          


          
            	1935

            	0

            	7 505

            	34 788

            	49

            	62 576

            	6 865

            	109

            	570

            	27

            	9

            	112 498
          


          
            	1940

            	698

            	14 427

            	52 044

            	8 037

            	74 693

            	7 152

            	0

            	2 725

            	8 112

            	70

            	167 958
          


          
            	1945

            	8 711

            	10 102

            	36 414

            	4 973

            	78 588

            	5 688

            	1 461

            	27

            	8 301

            	4 732

            	15 8967
          


          
            	1950

            	9 767

            	12 390

            	34 467

            	7 831

            	86 246

            	6 619

            	5 495

            	3 102

            	2 073

            	4 826

            	17 2816
          


          
            	1955

            	8 801

            	14 195

            	36 332

            	12 407

            	99 449

            	6 682

            	8 758

            	3 849

            	162

            	2 299

            	192 934
          


          
            	1960

            	12 364

            	21 404

            	48 842

            	21 934

            	101 733

            	6 623

            	14 025

            	5 292

            	747

            	844

            	233 808
          


          
            	1965

            	11 169

            	23 630

            	54 819

            	38 580

            	89 191

            	5 580

            	404

            	0

            	653

            	2 686

            	232 610
          


          
            	1970

            	4 125

            	20 461

            	63 988

            	78 492

            	93 203

            	6 269

            	0

            	0

            	3

            	972

            	267 513
          


          
            	1975

            	3 431

            	20 291

            	78 114

            	27 904

            	97 216

            	8 391

            	0

            	0

            	2 485

            	12

            	237 844
          

        
      


      
        Source: J Crush, V Williams and S Peberdy, ‘Migration in Southern Africa’. A paper prepared for the Policy
        Analysis and Research Programme of the Global Commission on International Migration, September 2005, p. 3
      

    


    
      Workers, far from their homes and families, were penned for achingly long periods of time in soulless, single-sex
      compounds, where they were subject to a tribalised and authoritarian system of administration. These prison-like
      structures were also designed to minimise workers’ contact with trade unions and political organisations. The
      impediments to worker organisation, collective consciousness and action under these conditions are a much more
      credible explanation for a low-wage economy than continuing access to rural resources of the families of migrant
      workers.
    


    
      The costs of labour also remained relatively low because the mining industry and its centralised recruiting
      agencies – aided and abetted by successive governments – were able to create a vast ‘labour empire’, which
      stretched as far north as Tanzania and channelled southwards large numbers of workers who were prepared to work
      for relatively low pay.3 This pattern was set early. By 1900, three-fifths of black gold
      miners came from Mozambique. After the South African War, labour shortages led not to an increase in wages, but
      to the recruitment of more than 63 000 labourers from north China. Most of these wokers were repatriated by the
      Union of South Africa in 1910, as changing race politics in British colonies and the newly stabilised mining
      economy pushed them out. Thereafter, migrants from Mozambique and elsewhere on the subcontinent dominated the
      ranks of foreign workers. From the 1940s onwards, difficulties with the local labour supply saw another drive to
      recruit foreign workers and, by the 1970s, they made up 70 per cent of the labour force in the gold mines, with men from Mozambique, Malawi and Lesotho predominating.
    


    
      Migrant workers from within South Africa dominated the labour market created by the rapid expansion of secondary
      industry and office employment in the mid-1930s, which offered significantly better wages and working conditions.
      South Africans were able to draw on more effective social networks, better quality of information, mobility and
      language skills. They also found new forms of accommodation. Some parastatals and municipalities built their own
      compounds, while ‘locations in the sky’ were created by men moving into the servants’ quarters on the top of
      blocks of flats. City councils also established hostels to house migrants who were not in their employ. These
      were initially situated relatively close to city centres and new nodes of economic growth. In Johannesburg, for
      example, Wemmer, Jeppe, Mai Mai and Denver hostels were built between 1924 and 1946.4
    


    
      While these institutions had much in common with the mine compounds, there were also significant differences.
      Ethnicity was not the official organising principle, although clustering on the basis of village and district
      ties was widespread. The world of the hostel-dwellers was considerably less regimented and controlled than that
      of mineworkers and there were much lower barriers between these men and the wider urban world, including unions
      and political parties. But considerable social distance and tensions remained between hostel-dwellers and more
      fully urbanised households and settlements. Large concentrations of single men with predominantly rural
      backgrounds were also often seen as an alien and threatening presence by their neighbours. Some urban youths
      mocked and robbed migrants. They, in turn, viewed city youths as uncivilised tsotsis. These tensions provided
      ample ammunition for wider conflicts, both spontaneous and primed by outside influences.
    


    
      The worlds of migrant women looked somewhat different. Women had largely been held back from urban South Africa
      by rural patriarchs, but during the first quarter of the twentieth century, rural society had changed so
      dramatically that women were increasingly able to break these restrictions and enter urban South Africa. Often
      their passages out of rural society were necessarily informal and required ducking under the state’s radar. If
      not incorporated into the few institutions of moral control that sanctioned women’s urban presence, women were
      assumed to be entering urban spaces as beer-brewers or prostitutes.5
    


    
      By the 1940s, with women streaming into the cities en masse and increasingly seen as evidence of a growing,
      permanent, urban black population, the value of strict control over urbanisation came under question. But the
      electoral victory of the National Party in 1948 and the expansion of its apartheid policies, limiting (or even
      reversing) urbanisation and restricting black people to the reserve areas, saw the system maintained and
      extended. As Francis Wilson observed in his pioneering work of 1972:
    


    
      Instead of the mining and industrial employers having become less dependent on migrant labour by building family
      houses for their workers in town, the manufacturing and service sectors of the economy have become more dependent
      on oscillating migrants who are being housed on a temporary basis in gold mine-type hostels and compounds which
      are mushrooming in the industrial centres of the country.6
    


    
      Post-1948, in line with wider policies of enforced segregation, the new hostels were built away from urban and
      industrial centres and on the margins of newly established townships. Their separation from wider urban society
      and the enforced juxtaposition with the burgeoning world of matchbox housing ensured that the interaction between
      migrants and townspeople became even more, though not uniformly, corrosive.
    


    
      Aside from its economic ramifications, the system had profound consequences for virtually every aspect of the
      lives of black South Africans. It has been long and widely recognised that it
      had deeply destructive consequences for family life, as well as for peer group forms of socialisation, such as
      initiation.7 To this day, this toxic and intractable legacy remains a major impediment to positive
      processes of social and economic change.8 The
      connections between migrancy and the incidence and spread of death and disease have been relatively well
      documented. In addition to the mortal dangers of rockfalls and underground accidents in the mines, venereal
      diseases, pneumonia and tuberculosis all flourished in the context of the system and the inadequate forms of
      screening, treatment and care within it. It is now widely acknowledged that migrant labour systems in and beyond
      southern Africa have played a critical role in the evolution and intensification of the HIV and AIDS
      pandemic.9 But one dimension of the health costs involved has started to become fully apparent
      only in recent decades. Despite the perception for much of the twentieth century that South African mining
      companies were role models of disease prevention and health care in relation to lung diseases, new evidence shows
      this to be myth rather than reality. In Chapter 7 Jock McCulloch shows that mining companies systematically underestimated the deeply
      damaging consequences of working in the mines for workers’ health. Deceptive data from the Medical Bureau papered
      over the failure and cursory nature of medical exams, as well as the routine decision to repatriate ill miners to
      avoid paying compensation.
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        Figure 0.1
      


      
        Get-together in a compound room. The usual drink was Bantu Beer, a fermented millet, undistilled. Hard liquor
        was forbidden on the mines, but the local breweries made this beer. It was quite strong and people could get
        merry on it quite quickly (information supplied by Struan Robertson).
      


      
        Ernest Cole
      


      
        Date unrecorded
      


      
        Ernest Cole Family Trust, courtesy of the Hasselblad Foundation
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        Figure 0.2
      


      
        Jenny Gordon
      


      
        Zulu couple at Mai Mai Market, Johannesburg Date unrecorded Silver gelatin print
      


      
        27.5 × 27.5 cm
      


      
        Market Theatre Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      The view from above provides important insights into the nature and impact of the system. But it tends to
      diminish the lives, experience and agency of the men and women at its the heart.
    


    
      Highlighting (migrant) humanity
    


    
      Our objective is to place migrant experience, expression and perception at the centre of the portrait we craft.
      We cannot, of course, do full justice to these dimensions. Instead, we present essays that highlight important
      elements and, we hope, enhance an overall understanding of what migrant labour has meant and continues to mean in
      southern Africa. In Chapter 1, Fiona
      Rankin-Smith sets out the thinking behind the exhibition ‘Ngezinyawo: Migrant Journeys’, which she
      curated. The artworks and objects here are key to illuminating various elements of the migrant labour system and
      capture the subtleties and nuances of migrant experience. Without a delicate understanding of what it might have
      felt like to be within this system, it is difficult to come to grips with how and why responses to migrant labour
      took the form they did. Not all the contributors to the exhibition were migrants themselves, but their works tell
      a powerful story about the context and reception of migrant labour in South Africa. Taken together, the artworks
      and the essays in this book provide multiple perspectives on the experiences of – and, particularly, the
      centrality of material culture and art to – the world of migrant workers.
    


    
      Despite the widespread assumption that migrant labour was a coerced consequence of the mining revolution, some
      roots of the system stretch back to ancient trading networks and forms of mobility in African societies. In fact,
      for centuries, men from South Africa’s interior had sought out income and employment away from home, traversing
      long-distance trading routes across southern Africa. Locally manufactured iron and copper goods, salt, ochre,
      horns, skins, pots, grain and cattle were traded locally and regionally. Metal goods were carried from the
      Transvaal to Lesotho and beyond. These trade networks linked even further eastwards and northwards, including to
      the Mozambican coast, where southern African traders exchanged mainly ivory for imported beads, cloth, ceramics
      and metalware. These long-established trade routes were often the paths that migrant workers walked on their way
      to work.10
    


    
      However, the journeys of migrant workers were not always voluntary. As Patrick
      Harries shows in Chapter 2, one
      particularly grim antecedent of migrancy was the slave trade in Mozambique. Despite the abolition of the slave
      trade in 1808 in the British-governed Cape, the number of slaves sold and passing through the colony did not
      diminish dramatically. Through abolitionists’ lobbying and slave resistance, the practice of ‘apprenticeship’ –
      effectively a reformed version of slavery – began to evolve, freeing the labour market to some degree. But the
      Cape government and employers continued to resort to dubious methods of obtaining cheap labour, particularly from
      Mozambique, where labour recruitment routes were well established and the economy was increasingly dependent on
      the export of labour. Despite the shrinking of the formal slave trade, the late eighteenth- and
      nineteenth-century practices of recruitment, compulsion and state intervention in securing labour had been set in
      stone and had tied the Mozambican economy into the Cape’s – and later South Africa’s – need for cheap migrant
      labour.
    


    
      Some younger men had previously travelled to attach themselves to richer homesteads. Their labour was paid for
      with livestock and other goods, used by the young migrants to accumulate bride-wealth and thus to marry and
      achieve adulthood. The pursuit of bride-wealth goods continued to be a key element in the migrant labour system
      that evolved in the nineteenth century. In the case of workers from Mozambique, acquiring iron hoes – which were
      then the principal component of bride-wealth payments – was a key goal. But new goods came to play an
      increasingly important role. Most in demand from the 1840s to the 1880s were firearms, which played a key part in
      the hunting economy and in the power struggles between voortrekkers (white settlers) and indigenous people and in
      conflicts between black states. The South African Republic tried to ban the arms trade with black people, which
      was far from effective, but it did help to make guns very expensive in the interior. They were much easier and
      cheaper to buy in the Cape and hence presented a strong incentive for young men to seek work there.
    


    
      A considerable literature has accumulated in recent decades on this early system of migrant labour, but our
      understanding of many elements remains sketchy. A great deal of historical writing portrays epic journeys,
      whether by voortrekkers, explorers, hunters, missionaries or shipwreck survivors. But the extraordinary journeys
      routinely undertaken by migrant workers, crossing more than a thousand kilometres of often hostile terrain,
      remain largely uncelebrated. While the evidence to correct this omission is sadly sparse, there are some
      documents that provide revealing glimpses into their travels.
    


    
      Peter Delius provides one example of this. Berlin missionary Carl Richter was stationed in the Transvaal in the
      late nineteenth century and closely observed the migrant labourers who travelled long distances to work in the
      mines. In Chapter 3, Delius records
      Richter’s account of migrant journeys, giving a textured sense of the nature of the early system of migrant
      labour and labour relations between Afrikaans farmers and neighbouring chiefdoms. From Richter’s record, we are
      able to gain significant insights into the extraordinary journeys that migrants made in the 1860s and 1870s.
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        Figure 0.3
      


      
        Anne Fischer
      


      
        Xhosa migrant worker returning to the Transkei c.1950s
      


      
        University of Cape Town Libraries, Iziko Museums of South Africa, Social History Collections
      

    


    
      While early migrant communities were to some degree able to dictate the terms of their engagement with the
      system, societies were never a seamless whole. Who migrated, the effects of this migration and who benefited from
      the migration were seriously contested. Benedict Carton’s chapter reveals a dramatic example of this, showing how
      quickly migrant labour disrupted homestead hierarchies, particularly along the already fraught lines of
      generation and gender. In Chapter 5,
      we are introduced to the family of Zululand chief Matshana and his young son
      Ugudhla, who, after working in the mines and earning a waged income that he used to pay his mother’s hut tax,
      challenged his father’s authority and the ‘traditional’ paths towards patriarchal control. Played out before the
      Native High Court in Eshowe, the bitter rifts in this family reveal some of the corrosive consequences of
      migrancy for both patriarchal and generational authority.
    


    
      But these processes had more subtle effects on social roles and identities. In Chapter 6, Anitra Nettleton explores one of
      the ‘hidden’ effects of migrant labour, focusing on the introduction of seemingly unremarkable glass beads into
      migrant communities from the late eighteenth century onwards. That the transformation of these beads into ornate
      symbols of ‘traditional identity’ became ‘women’s work’ is no coincidence. Rather it is one of many examples of
      the social processes in which women have become bearers of ‘custom’, particularly for a society in flux. Given
      the dynamism of culture, it comes as no surprise that these beads were not, in reality, part of a romanticised
      past, but were introduced into the society only through engagement with Western traders. These ambivalent beads
      were part of complex forms of self-representation among migrant-exporting societies, which merged and refashioned
      old and new practices and expressions of identity.
    


    
      With the rapid increase of mining activities, the system of migrant labour became increasingly embedded in the
      functioning of southern African states and economies. In Chapter 8, we offer a ‘picture essay’ on
      Chinese labour in South Africa, a series of images and documents displaying the lives of foreign workers brought
      in to prop up a system already so fundamental to the South African economy. Following on from this, Jacob
      Dlamini’s Chapter 9 tells a story
      about a different set of foreign workers and their experiences as migrant labourers. Having engaged with the
      tentacles of the system for several decades now, many Mozambican societies have relied on – or came to anticipate
      – its institutions. Dlamini narrates one of the tragic outcomes of the dependence on labour recruitment agencies,
      whose racism and single-minded pursuit of profit blunted even the most rudimentary form of humanity. The weak and
      the old were literally left to die by the wayside. This callousness contrasts sharply with the concern for their
      fellow workers shown among Pedi and other groups of migrants organised from within African societies. First named
      the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (Wenela) and later known as The Employment Bureau of Africa (Teba),
      these agencies were the pillars of the mining industry, fundamentally shaping its expansion and power for much of
      the twentieth century.
    


    
      The genesis of long-distance migrancy lay in the interaction between the dynamics of African societies and the
      demands of an economy based on colonial farming and, increasingly, mining. It was not determined by employer
      demand for cheap labour and, indeed, initially wages were relatively high. But over time, with considerable
      assistance from the processes of conquest and colonisation and with government support, it was transformed into a
      cheap labour system, in which much of the initial room for manoeuvre for migrants had been removed. One key
      indicator of this change in the balance of power was that real wage levels for black labourers on the mines
      remained more or less constant from 1911 to 1969, whereas white miners earned 11 times more in 1911 and 20 times
      more by 1969.11 Workers who secured employment in secondary industries and in the service sectors
      could earn considerably more, but mine wages remained a key underlying benchmark for the wage structure as a
      whole. But the fact that migrant workers lost a good deal of their economic bargaining power does not mean that
      the values, economic resources and forms of social organisation that existed within migrant and rural societies
      lost significance in shaping their world.
    


    
      Land and livestock still played some part in sustaining households. In Chapter 4, William Beinart shows that until
      the 1940s the majority of Mpondo migrant labourers primarily saw their work as a means to sustain a rural economy, not least of all, through accumulating cattle. In fact, in their
      arable and fertile homes, for a period of time, there was a positive relationship between migrant incomes and
      smallholder output. While this was certainly not the case across the whole country, it was significant enough to
      conclude that rural livelihoods were not uniformly and simultaneously decimated. The fact that rural communities
      survived grinding droughts without the catastrophic loss of life that took place elsewhere in the region can also
      be partly explained by the interplay between migrants and rural economies. In Chapter 10, Michelle Hay examines how women
      in the 1940s and 1950s in the rural Letaba district came to rely on remittances from their partners, brothers and
      uncles in difficult times, ensuring that the effects of drought, though not overcome, were mitigated to some
      degree. Migrant labour had become integrated into people’s strategies of livelihood. Again, these remittances
      were linked to existing social forms: that a woman’s husband could save her from the worst effects of drought
      became an important marker of successful womanhood.
    


    
      A description of the world view of Pedi workers has resonances across many of the migrant-sending societies in
      southern Africa during the early part of the twentieth century:
    


    
      The first Pedi workers had seen migrancy as a way of protecting the independence of the kingdom. In the 1930s
      most men still regarded working in the city primarily as a means of maintaining a rural way of life. Migrancy was
      seen as a necessary evil which had to be undertaken not only in order to pay taxes but also to secure the
      resources to marry, to build a homestead and accumulate cattle and ultimately to allow for a rural retirement.
      Towns were regarded as Makgoweng (the place of the whites) or Lešokeng (a wilderness). Part of
      what defined them as such was the absence of core institutions like initiation and chieftainship and what many
      saw as the corrosion of appropriate relationships of gender and generation.12
    


    
      This broad description should not gloss over the many deep differences of practices and aspiration that existed
      among migrant groupings. Perhaps the most vividly described of these is the divide between Red (Traditionalist)
      and School (Christian) identities in the former Transkei and Eastern Cape.13 But this
      dichotomy also fails to capture the diverse forms of identity and the organisations crafted by migrants to
      sustain themselves in a maelstrom of change. The chapters by William Beinart, Sekibakiba Peter Lekgoathi and
      Deborah James and Dinah Rajak deal with some of these manifestations and how they, in turn, shaped the migrant
      labour system. Beinart highlights the range of groups, often glued together by a common ethnically defined
      masculinity on the mines, involved in gangs, such as the Mpondo-based Isitshozi and the AmaRussians from Lesotho.
      These provided security for men against other often quite violent organisations, but also created networks of
      socialisation far from home.
    


    
      In Chapter 11, Lekgoathi speaks
      about similar ethnic groupings of migrant labourers, but specifically tracks their changing political nature from
      the 1930s to the 1970s. Focusing on Ndebele migrants from Zebediela, he shows that networks of kinship were
      initially the most powerful forms of mobilising resistance to betterment policies amongst migrants concerned
      about their rural homes. But as ethnicity became an increasingly exploitable currency, new concerns emerged and
      many migrants from Zebediela became bound together by an Ndebele identity, a more expedient way of accessing
      resources and safeguarding their livelihood.
    


    
      In Chapter 17, James and Rajak’s
      analysis of credit and the relationship between lending money and migrant labour in historical perspective also
      brings to the fore the groupings created around financial resources. Burial groups and savings societies were
      very important and we can begin to see how one of the hidden drivers of migrant labour – low wages and
      exploitative practices – produced groups of solidarity that shifted people’s ability to cope in important ways.
    


    
      David Coplan offers us valuable and textured insights into the communal
      experiences of migrant labourers, both men and women, this time from Lesotho. In Chapter 12, he tracks the use of song in
      migrants’ lives to explain and make meaning of their experiences, analysing how song and its performance not only
      reflected migrants’ movements and travels, but also shaped how they thought about their experiences as labourers.
    


    
      But organisations and public activities were not the only ways that migrants made sense of their experiences.
      Intimate worlds of family and sexuality were as much a part of migrants’ daily experiences as political or ethnic
      organisations. In Chapter 13, Julia
      Charlton provides a more private angle on this issue, by exploring the letters of Tito Zungu. Charlton reveals a
      poignant example of the difficulties of conducting family life as a migrant labourer. Using his letters and their
      designs to drive her argument, she examines some of the strategies employed by migrants and their families to
      overcome spatial distance.
    


    
      The migrant workers of Laura Phillips’s Chapter 14 often struggled to organise as a group or form associations of support. Isolated and
      atomised, live-in domestic workers sought alternative ways to manage the difficulties of their migrant labour
      experience. Phillips suggests that for many domestic workers, working in white homes was the only way for them to
      be mothers to their children. Similarly, Jonny Steinberg’s moving essay (Chapter 15), reflects on the life of an elderly
      mineworker, illuminating the interplay of masculinity, sexuality and migrancy and the role of marriages between
      male migrants on the mines.
    


    
      As the decades passed, migrants’ means of organising within the system altered. One of the most significant
      shifts was ushered in by the 1973 worker strikes in Durban, led by the emerging black trade union movement and
      strongly shaped by militant migrant labourers.14 In Chapter 16, Noor Nieftagodien introduces
      the long history of black workers’ organising in the twentieth century and accounts for the increased momentum
      after 1973. He shows that the specificities of migrant worker life made migrants particularly active in union
      organising. Living in compounds and in close quarters, at times workers were able to use home, residence- and
      work-based networks to organise resistance. Furthermore, as residual rural economies atrophied from the 1960s
      onwards, migrant workers faced the possibility of being forced to return to their rural ‘homes’ without
      sufficient earnings to support their families. This threat also propelled their involvement in trade unions. In
      addition, grass-roots rural networks and forms of migrant organisations (such as burial societies) both informed
      and were compatible with the bottom-up and democratic practices of many of the independent unions. These unions
      helped to win important economic advances and organisational spaces in the 1980s. Reforms of the post-apartheid
      era were heavily dependent on what was won – and lost – in the late-apartheid period. Changes in the economy over
      the second half of the twentieth century were highly significant in shaping what came post-1994.
    


    
      From 1970 onwards, the economic parameters of migrant labour underwent profound changes. The rapid increases in
      the population of the reserves in the 1950s and 1960s, resulting from tightened influx control, forced removals
      and permanent migration from white farms, further enfeebled already faltering rural economies. Many households
      had neither land nor livestock and even those that did battled to secure meaningful returns. But jobs – badly
      paid and hazardous as many were – remained relatively freely available. Imperfect estimates put the national
      unemployment rate in 1970 at 6.7 per cent.15
    


    
      In the early 1970s, a combination of labour shortages and the emergence of black trade unions led to significant
      increases in wages, which boosted remittances to many rural households. This decade also saw a substantial
      increase in the level of pensions. However, tragically, from the end of the decade, unemployment levels soared.
      By Charles Feinstein’s calculation, in the period 1980–1996, the potential labour force increased by 4 500 000, of whom 4 170 000 became unemployed. If the 1 400 000
      individuals who had abandoned the search for employment is added into the equation, the total unemployment level
      rises to a staggering 5 570 000 by 1996. In percentage terms, the unemployment rate increased from 7 per cent to
      33 per cent in these years. While these percentages are probably not entirely reliable – especially for the
      earlier period – they point to a massive and rapid transformation in the political economy of rural areas, which
      has yet to be fully appreciated and analysed.16 Job losses
      were particularly severe in mining, industry and agriculture and unskilled migrant workers were at grave risk. A
      storekeeper in Limpopo recalled:
    


    
      In the late 70s and early 80s business was good. People were working and sending money home until [after] 1983
      when I realised that most of my customers were blue card people waiting for unemployment insurance claims … they
      had been laid off … it was all-over, people working in the firms, factory workers were retrenched.17
    


    
      These developments had a particularly severe impact in the many parts of South Africa that had long depended on
      migrant remittances for their economic survival and to underwrite key social processes, such as marriage. Many
      older individuals who lost their jobs would never find another and their hopes of a dignified retirement were
      dashed. The prospects for the youth were as dismal. Unable to find work or accumulate resources to pay
      bride-wealth and so to marry and establish their own households, many young people in rural areas were trapped in
      social limbo. They were no longer children and some had passed through a daunting process of initiation, but they
      could not make the transition to full adult status.18
    


    
      The tragic irony of modern South African history is that the advent of democracy, with all the hope it brought
      for a better future for all, came when the economy was losing its capacity to provide jobs for a third or more of
      those aspiring to employment. The failure of successive African National Congress (ANC) governments to reverse
      this trend, despite broad-based local support and international legitimacy, has provided a grim backdrop to the
      most recent transformations in migrant labour worlds.
    


    
      By 1994, analysts expected the system of migrant labour, so fundamental to the architecture of the apartheid
      state and its colonial predecessor, to be dislodged from the structure of South African society. With the formal
      desegregation of space, it seemed plausible, if somewhat idealistic, to hope that a system of racialised labour
      exploitation would disappear organically.
    


    
      While there have been changes to migrant labour in post-apartheid South Africa, the migrant labour system remains
      central to its society and economy.
    


    
      Perhaps one of the most significant shifts is the product of lobbying by the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM)
      in the late 1980s. It was argued that single-sex compounds and hostels, the epitome of apartheid planning, could
      not remain. NUM argued that providing mine labourers with a living-out allowance (LOA) granted them the freedom
      and agency they deserved and would allow them to move into the surrounding towns with their rural-based families.
      As a result, the character of migrant labour on the mines changed quickly. What policy-makers failed to recognise
      was that migrant labour remained fundamental to rural economies, ideologies and the fabric of southern African
      society. The demolition of single-sex accommodation and its replacement with limited married accommodation and
      LOAs had no prospect of transforming this reality. These policies simply allowed industrialists, politicians and
      unionists to wash their hands of the matter, while migrant workers battled to overcome the additional burdens and
      pressures that these poorly thought-through policies engendered. The pervasive failure of effective service
      delivery at local government level compounded the mounting problems that migrants confronted. The additional
      failure to develop or implement a meaningful rural development strategy has
      ensured that there are few new economic opportunities in rural areas, other than the rapid growth in social
      transfers.
    


    
      
        Table 0.2 South African mine labour recruitment 1990–2000
      


      
        
          
            	Year

            	South Africa

            	Botswana

            	Lesotho

            	Mozambique

            	Swaziland

            	Percentage
            

            Foreigners
          


          
            	1990

            	199 810

            	14 609

            	99 707

            	44 590

            	17 757

            	47
          


          
            	1991

            	182 226

            	14 028

            	93 897

            	47 105

            	17 393

            	49
          


          
            	1992

            	166 261

            	12 781

            	93 519

            	50 651

            	16 237

            	51
          


          
            	1993

            	149 148

            	11 904

            	89 940

            	50 311

            	16 153

            	53
          


          
            	1994

            	142 839

            	11 099

            	89 237

            	56 197

            	15 892

            	55
          


          
            	1995

            	122 562

            	10 961

            	87 935

            	55 140

            	15 304

            	58
          


          
            	1996

            	122 104

            	10 477

            	81 357

            	55 741

            	14 371

            	58
          


          
            	1997

            	108 163

            	9 385

            	76 361

            	55 879

            	12 960

            	59
          


          
            	1998

            	97 620

            	7 752

            	60 450

            	51 913

            	10 336

            	57
          


          
            	1999

            	99 387

            	6 413

            	52 188

            	46 537

            	9 307

            	54
          


          
            	2000

            	99 575

            	6 494

            	58 224

            	57 034

            	9 360

            	57
          

        
      


      
        Source: J Crush, V Williams and S Peberdy, ‘Migration in Southern Africa’. A paper prepared for the Policy
        Analysis and Research Programme of the Global Commission on International Migration, September 2005, p. 8
      

    


    
      The ANC government developed a range of black economic empowerment (BEE) laws and policies, which led to an
      increasingly cosy relationship between mining companies, the state and sections of the new black bourgeoisie. The
      key debate in this context was how to increase black ownership, rather than about potentially destabilising
      reforms of labour supply. The maxim, resonating with that of earlier elites, remained ‘don’t rock the boat, you
      might spill some of the cash’.19 Some unions – perhaps most significantly NUM – also established an
      increasingly comfortable relationship with mine management, which led some of their officials to become remote
      from and distrusted by workers. As Micah Reddy’s Chapter 18 shows, this deepening gulf contributed to the emergence of rival unions and the
      tragedy at Marikana. Following the life and experiences of a rural Pondoland migrant working on the platinum belt
      in the North West province, Reddy shows the dual rural-urban existence that many migrants on the mines continue
      to live.
    


    
      Kally Forrest’s research has emphasised the significance of changes to mining recruitment agencies. The Wenela of
      Dlamini’s chapter is barely recognisable in the contemporary period. With the passing of various laws emphasising
      the importance of localising labour in the early 2000s, Teba’s tentacles contracted to some degree. (Compare
      Table 0.2 below with Table 0.1.) In 2005, Teba separated from the
      Chamber of Mines and, while still acting as a recruitment agency, it did so with a clear profit motive and
      bypassed some of the regulations that had previously governed its operations.20 One of the
      results was the increasing contractualisation of work – also the product of the inability of the mines to create
      jobs – mimicking changes in the labour landscape across much of South Africa. Forrest argues that this pitted
      contracted migrants on the mines against permanent workers, further limiting
      the possibility for worker solidarity.
    


    
      These changes, far from empowering migrant workers, have left them to deal with the harsh legacies of the system
      and the consequences of very high levels of unemployment on their own. For example, as James and Rajak so
      devastatingly show, one of the unintended consequences of the LOA has been the spiralling debt cycles that
      migrants, particularly on the mines, have found themselves in. The expansive post-apartheid credit industry preys
      on the lives of poor migrants, exploiting their need to maintain two families: one rural, one urban. Often as the
      only breadwinners, there is a particular pressure that burdens many migrant workers, pushing them into a
      ‘debt-bondage cycle’, as they support multiple dependants. As both Reddy and Beinart show, despite the changes in
      the post-apartheid period, many migrants remain wedded to their rural homes and to maintaining rural livelihoods
      in some form.
    


    
      There has been a failure to understand and confront the history and dynamics of a deeply rooted and pervasive
      system of migrant labour, which despite its destructive dimensions, still provides a vital economic lifeline for
      many individuals and households. This incomprehension has contributed to the lack of empathy, purpose and
      resources that has characterised policy formation and implementation since 1994. The transition to democracy has
      thus had little positive impact on a fundamental part of the system of economic and political discrimination that
      disfigured the history of South Africa for much of the twentieth century. This fact speaks volumes about key
      limitations in the process of transformation for those segments of society excluded from the opportunities that
      now abound for the burgeoning middle class.
    


    
      Another symptom of this intellectual and political malaise has been the extraordinary absence of migrant labour
      from the debates about and representations of heritage since 1994. If one looks at the priorities expressed in
      thought and action by the new heritage agencies, it would be reasonable to assume that democratic South Africa
      was built on slavery, urban struggles, trade unions, educated intellectuals and nationalist organisations, all
      bound seamlessly together in the forward march of ‘The Struggle’. We have lost sight of the lives, struggles and
      ideas of the millions of migrant workers from within and far beyond South Africa’s borders. Their efforts, in
      often deeply dangerous and dehumanising conditions, provided the foundations of an industrial economy that may,
      if properly managed, be able to improve the lot of the majority of South Africans. Their attempts to comprehend,
      explain, represent and simply to endure the maelstrom of change that swept through their lives and communities
      have also bequeathed to contemporary society a living, dynamic cultural and artistic heritage. This legacy could
      provide rich resources for further innovation and adaption. However, instead of drawing on these artistic
      wellsprings, all too often our society is offered a static, ossified and reactionary version of ‘tribal’ culture
      – a legacy initially elaborated by apartheid’s intellectual fellow travellers, but now endorsed by the new
      cultural commissars as our authentic repository of heritage. This book (and the art exhibition
      ‘Ngezinyawo — Migrant Journeys’) present glimpses of alternative possibilities, which we hope will fuel
      debate about the ways in which migrant workers’ searches for meaning, self-expression and solace can inform the
      ways we remember the past and imagine the future.
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        CHAPTER 1
      


      
        Ngezinyawo — Migrant Journeys
      


      
        Fiona Rankin-Smith
      

    


    




      In 2004, I participated as one of the curators in an important exhibition
      entitled ‘Democracy X: Marking the Present – Re-Presenting the Past’, held in the Castle galleries of Iziko
      Museums in Cape Town.
    


    
      The flagship exhibition formed part of the celebrations to mark a decade of democracy in South Africa. The
      exhibition covered the long sweep of South African history – from the first traces of human past, in ochre
      fragments with engraved lines, found at the Blombos caves in the Eastern Cape and dating back 70 000 years to the
      present. The exhibition used significant objects pertaining to migrancy, documents and other forms of archive
      that explored the history, politics and culture of South Africa from past to present. Curator Sandra Klopper and
      I were assigned to source objects and items that best exemplified migrancy and migrant culture. Although it was
      only a small part of the ‘Democracy X’ exhibition, I discussed with Peter Delius, a historian on the curatorial
      team, the desirability of staging a comprehensive exhibition about migrant labour. Responsible for multiple
      transformations wrought in our society over 200 years and across southern and central Africa, the richness of
      this subject seemed worthy of much more serious interrogation for a future exhibition.
    


    
      ‘Ngezinyawo — Migrant Journeys’ takes that seed of an idea and extends across disciplines to include
      film, photography, artworks, artefacts from ethnographic collections, archival documents, interviews and other
      forms, such as performance, music and dance, in ways that explore the rich and diverse ramifications of the
      migrant labour system that has built South Africa’s economy. The exhibition takes place in three levels of the
      Wits Art Museum at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg: in the Street and Core Galleries on the
      ground level, the Strip space, which is half way to the basement space, and the Mezzanine, which is the upper
      level of the Wits Art Museum display areas.
    


    
      Journey/transformation
    


    
      The theme of journeying is threaded metaphorically throughout the exhibition, constantly referring to travelling
      between spaces, on foot originally. The journeys made by men from rural to urban spaces in search of labour were
      often very long and full of danger and hardships. The roots of the migrant labour system stretch back to ancient
      trading networks and forms of mobility within African societies. By the 1860s, thousands of young men from
      Lesotho, the Transvaal and Mozambique tramped to the Cape and Natal in search of work and the prized commodities
      – especially firearms – that wages enabled them to secure. The experience of travelling between the rural
      homestead and the mines and urban centres in search of work was a defining experience for migrant workers,
      separating and connecting various emotional universes.
    


    
      This exhibition is centred on the concept of journeys across and between different worlds, journeys that both
      unite and overlap the differences, creating linkages between objects. The objects’ significance resonates within
      multiple categories of the exhibition, symbolic of the journeys travelled between the rural and the urban, from
      home to places of work that were often dehumanising and foreign. Thus the placement of the objects and images in
      the exhibition are not organised according to a specific historical timeline. Instead, the exhibition progresses
      along the routes of a migrant journey, where fine art objects are sometimes juxtaposed with other objects, the
      original intent of which would not have been as works of art. The curatorial intention here is to include the
      kinds of linkages mentioned above, as well as archival documents, to expand their meanings and bring a
      multiperspectival aspect to understanding the complexities of migrancy.
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        Figure 1.1
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded
      


      
        Migrant workers bound for the gold fields Date unrecorded
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Rural/urban
    


    
      The exhibition begins at the entrance to the museum in the Street space and looks at the divide between the rural
      spaces that early migrants would have left in order to find work and the cities and towns they arrived in. A
      life-size black and white photograph from the nineteenth century of two male migrants, beckons the viewer into
      the exhibition. Both men, dressed in long coats and hats, are barefoot, carrying their belongings on their backs,
      each clutching a tin and a handful of carved wooden sticks and a knotted cloth bag filled with meagre belongings.
      They look directly towards the camera. Standing on a dusty road in a rural landscape, devoid of any other human
      life or dwelling, they appear to have been on a long trek on foot. They introduce a leitmotif of the exhibition:
      the long journeys travelled and the daily hardships faced by migrants. Close to the photograph of the walking
      miners, in glass cabinets, are a range of carved walking sticks and a number of nineteenth-century headrests, all
      from southern Africa. The juxtaposition of ethnographic items and the photograph indicate a curatorial device
      repeated throughout the exhibition, which is a means of providing a context to assist the viewer in understanding
      the links between art and ethnography.
    


    
      In the 1860s in Natal and later in the Bechuanaland Protectorate, the British South African Company agents of the
      colonial government imposed taxes on black Africans on a per-hut basis. Colonial administrators, aiming to
      generate revenue, forced people off their land in search of jobs, in order to pay their taxes. A collection of 12
      Rhodesian hut tax tokens, from the beginning of the twentieth century, are placed near the beginning of the
      exhibition and exemplify a key element of what necessitated the early part of the migrant journey.
    


    
      Meeting of Two Cultures, a linocut by the Eastern Cape artist Sandile Goje, exemplifies the significance
      of walking across diverse landscapes. The work is based on the subject of reconciliation a year before South
      Africa’s first democratic election, in which Nelson Mandela, the African National Congress candidate, was elected
      president. The title and imagery reflect the artist’s optimism about reconciliation between black and white South
      Africans, as well as the comparison of rural versus urban existence.1 This is
      represented by a handshake between a circular thatched Xhosa rural dwelling and a Western-style suburban brick
      house. The symbolism of these anthropomorphised buildings, placed in an inhospitable and uninhabited landscape,
      represents the coming together of two separate worlds and the journeys of men and women who vacate rural
      homesteads to find work in the cities. They also represent the differences in lifestyles between black and white,
      the rectangular ‘modern’ house is dressed in smart pants and has good shoes, while the rural house’s legs are
      thin and its feet bare.
    


    
      Being away from home also meant a lack of communication with the homestead and letter writing formed an important
      link between the two worlds. Wits Art Museum has a collection of 46 illustrated envelopes containing letters
      written to and from the Zulu artist Tito Zungu. The contents of the letters refer to domestic matters, such as
      financial requests and information about loved ones. Examples of his imaginative aspirational images of
      aeroplanes and of transistor radios drawn on the envelopes, embellished in coloured ballpoint pens, can be seen
      in display cases in the Street Gallery.2
    


    
      Simon Stone’s Figure in a Landscape is an image of a migrant worker straddling a series of railway lines
      in a cityscape. What seems a naturalistic of portrayal of the cityscape south of the Johannesburg Art Gallery is
      unnerved by the intrusion of a large zombie-like figure, a migrant in a white vest holding a beaded
      iwisa, a fighting stick. Looming large at the front of the picture, his face has morphed into an African
      mask reminiscent of Picasso’s primitivist painting, Les Demoiselles D’Avignon. The migrant creature
      seems uncomfortable as he straddles and hovers above the railway lines, almost as if he had been inserted into
      the city from another place. The journey metaphor is alluded to by the labyrinth of railway lines that connect
      the city to the townships and further to the rural edges of the country.
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        Figure 1.2
      


      
        Sandile Goje Meeting of two cultures 1993
      


      
        Linocut 34.4 × 50 cm
      


      
        Wits Art Museum Collection
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        Figure 1.3
      


      
        Simon Stone
      


      
        Figure in a landscape 1981
      


      
        Oil on canvas 108 × 108 cm
      


      
        Collection of Basil Jones and Adrian Kohler, Handspring Puppet Company
      

    


    
      Life in the hostels
    


    
      When migrants first began to work on the diamond and gold mines towards the end of the nineteenth century, they
      usually took with them treasured artefacts, such as blankets and fighting sticks. The mining compounds, to which
      they were confined during their prolonged absence from their families, provided only a concrete bed and bare
      walls. This led to a reaffirmation of strong connections to their homes in the rural areas and they quickly
      developed a deep nostalgia for domestic artefacts, garments, rituals and songs. Throughout the exhibition, richly
      diverse objects and items of dress made by migrants and/or their wives have been selected to exemplify the
      resilience and interconnectedness between the worlds of loved ones left at home and the rural identities that
      were lost in the city existence.
    


    
      The central space in the Wits Art Museum, the Gertrude Posel Core Gallery, is the focus of artworks that deal
      with injustice and the harsh conditions faced by migrant workers. Poignant and powerful sculptures, paintings and
      photographs that cut to the core of the migrant’s plight are given centre stage here, as the space allows for
      dramatic views from the sweeping ramp that leads to the Mezzanine Gallery and looks back down into the Core
      space.
    


    
      Michael Goldberg’s seminal installation sculpture, Hostel Monument for the Migrant Worker, is a
      construction of three metal bed frames, welded closely above one another into a tiered bunk. At one end of the
      bunk are bundles of deliberately harvested materials: thatching grass, ox horns and sticks of wattle, each bound
      with leather handles, that serve as echoes of the rural life left behind. At the foot of each level of the bunk
      are thin miners’ blankets, neatly folded, each with a faceless, black wind-up clock. A thin electric cord with a
      naked light bulb hangs above the centre of the top bunk, representing the regimentation of work and sleep shifts.
      The banality and simplicity of this sculpture provides a powerful evocation of the abject daily existence of the
      single-sex hostels that men were forced to live in while at work in the cities.
    


    
      George Tobias’s Untitled, a plaster of Paris sculpture, pays homage to the thousands of migrants who
      toiled underground for the benefit of mine-owners. The work, which consists of hundreds of ‘gold bars’, each
      topped with a figure of a helmeted worker lying prostrate, evokes the idea of cheap labour as integral to
      building the economy. The ‘gold bars’ are layered into a pyramid shape, invoking the shapes of the mine dumps
      that were part of the Johannesburg skyline for years, but have recently either been eroded or removed and sifted
      through for traces of gold dust.
    


    
      The exhibition extends to the Strip, a narrow space that runs alongside a staircase leading to the basement
      gallery. This section of the gallery allows for smaller works to be exhibited. The Strip space is below ground
      level and this is where works that concern mining and mineworkers are exhibited. There are a number of archival
      documents and images from the Wits Historical Papers, including a ‘Register of Native Accidents’ from the Simmer
      and Jack Mines and postcards of Chinese miners from c.1900–1910.
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        Figure 1.4
      


      
        Michael Goldberg Hostel monument for the migrant worker 1978
      


      
        Mixed media installation of found material 138 × 195.5 × 78 cm
      


      
        Wits Art Museum Collection
      

    


    
      William Kentridge’s film, Mine, made from a series of animated drawings, deals with life on the mines
      and is split between the nameless mineworkers under the surface and the protagonist, capitalist Soho Eksteen,
      above. He controls their lives and his wealth lying comfortably in his bed, as the miners swarm below in the
      earth’s underbelly, sleeping in rows in tiny concrete bunks. Mark Rosenthal points out that Kentridge’s approach
      is not subtle: ‘Here he is a political artist in the traditional sense, depicting the perpetrator of horror as a
      deeply despicable person.’3 Mine juxtaposes the enormous schisms between lives of wealth
      and poverty that are so familiar in South Africa, particularly in the city of
      Johannesburg, where the artist lives and works. The city of Johannesburg was founded on the discovery of gold and
      today is an economic powerhouse in Africa. The city is part of the province previously known as the Transvaal,
      renamed Gauteng (Sesotho), meaning ‘place of gold’, after the first democratic elections of 27 April 1994.
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        Figure 1.5
      


      
        Installation from the exhibition Ngezinyawo – Migrant Journeys in the Gertrude Posel Core Gallery with
        Untitled (gold bars) in the foreground.
      


      
        George Tobias
      


      
        Untitled (gold bars) 1984
      


      
        Plaster of Paris, paint Dimensions variable
      


      
        Wits Art Museum Collection
      

    


    
      Work/daily life/transcendence
    


    
      The Mezzanine Gallery extends beyond the ramp that runs through the Core space. The exhibits in this section look
      at the notion of resilience and resistance as part of the journey, through an examination of the immense
      varieties of creative output by men and women, despite their daily hardships.
    


    
      For young men, the experience of leaving home for the first time was seen as a rite of passage and the act of
      travelling between these two worlds gave rise to a range of migrant songs. The rhythms that occur in this music
      often refer to the colliding and collapsing boundaries between time and space. In keeping with this rhythmic
      structure, these songs often integrate the repetitive sound of people walking. In both the rural and migrant
      context, musical performance plays a vital role as a primary context for oral histories, social commentary,
      artistic expression and the ordering of social, cultural and religious realities. A large collection of musical
      instruments from the ethnographic collection of the Anthropology department at the University of the
      Witwatersrand are now housed at the Wits Art Museum, including Chopi marimbas (xylophones) from Mozambique. Chopi
      marimba players were hugely popular in the hostels and sound bytes of their performances, made famous by the work
      of ethnomusicologist Hugh Tracey, and recordings of Sotho migrant songs collected by David Coplan are included
      here, with photographic images of drums and trumpets, as well as drums made from recycled objects, such as
      plastic paint tins and rubber from the inner tubes of car tyres.
    


    
      In Cedric Nunn’s Migrant Worker from the Eastern Cape on a Sugar Farm, Margate, KwaZulu-Natal, a migrant
      worker with his guitar is photographed against a wide backdrop of hills of sugarcane fields. Mpondo migrant
      workers from the Eastern Cape found work on sugar farms in KwaZulu-Natal and were forced to work separately from
      Zulu workers as lowly regarded cane-cutters. Juxtaposed with the photograph of this migrant worker are a number
      of drums made by Sotho migrant workers in a village in Lesotho and collected by Max Mikula of the Phansi Museum
      in Durban. The drums were made from recycled materials, such as a 44-gallon steel drum with animal skin stretched
      over the top for beating and a plastic paint container with rubber tubing stretched across the top to form the
      drumhead.
    


    
      Longing for ‘home’ plays a crucial role in the world views of most migrant labourers and, as a result, migrants
      living in hostels formed urban associations that accommodated their hybrid cultural expressions, such as the
      Amalaita who created expressions of masculinity and marginalisation that bridged the migrant experience of town
      and countryside. The Amalaita groups would often march with traditional weapons, such as amawisa (Zulu
      knobkerries) that would be embellished with coloured plastic telephone wire in tightly woven geometric patterns,
      identifying the user with a particular geographical region of KwaZulu-Natal.
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        Figure 1.6
      


      
        William Kentridge
      


      
        Miners in tunnel 1991
      


      
        Still from animated film Mine Charcoal on paper
      


      
        Dimensions 68 × 110 cm
      


      
        Durban Art Gallery Collection
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        Figure 1.7
      


      
        William Kentridge
      


      
        Soho Eksteen 1991
      


      
        Still from animated film Mine 16 mm film transferred to video, 5.50 min
      


      
        Collection of the artist
      

    


    
      In the 1940s, the Johannesburg City Council established a number of men’s hostels, including the Mai Mai hostel,
      to house migrant workers employed in a variety of industries. Over time, this and other hostel complexes became
      flourishing markets, where traders sold artefacts, such as meat plates, headrests and beadwork obtained from
      rural carvers and beadworkers, as well as objects and clothing produced at the markets themselves. The Mezzanine
      Gallery features a number of embellished garments belonging to workers, perhaps even purchased from Mai Mai or
      the likes thereof, including items of clothing, such as a Zulu migrant’s waistcoat (intolibhantshi) and
      a blazer completely covered with strips of beadwork, typical of the style of
      beadwork found in the Bergville region of KwaZulu-Natal, reaffirming connections to migrant workers’ rural homes.
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        Figure 1.8
      


      
        Cedric Nunn
      


      
        Migrant worker from the Eastern Cape on a sugar farm, Mangete, KwaZulu-Natal 1987
      


      
        Silver gelatin print 31 × 46.4 cm
      


      
        Collection of the artist, courtesy of the Bailey Seippel Gallery, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      However, over the past century and a half, migrant workers’ everyday art incorporated techniques and materials
      that reflected the hybrid cultural influences of metropolis and mine. Traditional headrests were also modified
      into more idiosyncratic forms and carvers incorporated materials reflecting aspects of modernity. Similarly, from
      about the 1950s onwards, colourful pieces of plastic were cut into geometric shapes before being nailed with fine
      metal shafts (apparently modified used gramophone record needles) onto circular discs of wood to form
      iziqhaza (earplugs).
    


    
      Discarded items of urban Western culture were often recycled. Xhosa workers would return home from the mines with
      machine gaskets, which would be transformed by women, using coloured glass beads and brightly coloured pink wool,
      into an ugcambizana (beaded neck ring), commonly worn by men in the Eastern Cape.
    


    
      Today, forms of plastic are recycled in equally inventive ways. For example, soccer fans transform the plastic
      hard hats worn by construction workers into dramatic headgear, emblazoned with the colours and advertising logos
      of their favourite soccer teams, such as Kaizer Chiefs or Orlando Pirates.
    


    
      Into the early twentieth century, the migrant labour system primarily fed mining industries, but by the 1930s and
      during the next four decades, an expanding manufacturing sector had afforded itinerant workers new opportunities
      for employment as messengers and factory hands. At the same time, with stricter pass laws, these migrants found
      it difficult to settle permanently in urban centres. Despite intensifying influx control, men continued to secure
      work as domestics in the white households of Pretoria and Johannesburg, while more and more women trickled into
      cities in search of jobs, usually against the wishes of their elders, husbands, brothers and chiefs. With strong
      patriarchal constraints restricting female movement in the traditional
      countryside, however, the majority of women remained in their rural homesteads, looking after the very young and
      the old, as well as crafting beautiful apparel and adornments. Many African communities found modern equivalents
      for traditional items. Glass beads are generally imported from Europe and are expensive to purchase and women
      crafters have found cheaper and more readily available replacements that have been thoroughly integrated into
      traditional forms. When Xhosa women are nursing, they sometimes wear necklaces to identify their breastfeeding
      status. Necklaces incorporate objects such as plastic baby formula spoons and plastic curlers demonstrating this,
      as well as providing soft surfaces for babies as they begin teething.
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        Figure 1.9
      


      
        Artist unrecorded Zulu, KwaZulu-Natal intolibhantshi (waistcoat)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Textile, beads 64 × 41 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      
        [image: Image]
      


      
        Figure 1.10
      


      
        Artist unrecorded Zulu, KwaZulu-Natal Ibhantshi (beaded suit jacket)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Textile, beads 110 × 83.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 1.11
      


      
        Artist unrecorded Zulu, KwaZulu-Natal Isigqiki (headrest)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Wood, plastic, metal studs 17 × 65 × 5.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      With the easing of influx control in the mid-1980s, unprecedented numbers of people from rural communities
      flooded into informal settlements on the outskirts of cities, struggling to sustain both an urban existence and a
      rural abode. In 1983, David Goldblatt participated in the Carnegie Inquiry into Poverty Alleviation. He made a
      photographic essay about public transport, focusing on workers who travelled early every morning from the bus
      depot in KwaNdebele to Pretoria to their day jobs. Their daily journeys took eight hours. The blurry image shown
      here, taken by the artist on a moving bus, shows exhausted passengers hunched over, sleeping upright, in
      extremely cramped conditions.
    


    
      As the twentieth century progressed, growing numbers of women travelled to town. Dora Ntlansana by Keith
      Dietrich is a life-size portrait drawn in pastels of a female domestic worker from Lesotho. This dual identity is
      clearly indicated by the typical lilac domestic worker’s overall and the ‘traditional’, woollen, factory-printed
      Sotho blanket wrapped around her waist. Such designs are typically favoured by both male and female Sesotho
      speakers. The artist has employed tropes of colonial photography, such as the woman’s carrying a burden on her
      head, characterising her as the domestic Other, although the object, a box of oats, clearly situates her in a
      contemporary urban setting.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        Figure 1.12
      


      
        Artist unrecorded
      


      
        Mpondo, Eastern Cape Ugcazimbana (beaded neck ring)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Rubber found object, wool, beads 24.6 × 24.9 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 1.13
      


      
        Artist unrecorded,
      


      
        Xhosa, Eastern Cape Nursing necklace
      


      
        Date unrecorded
      


      
        Plastic found objects, beads 67 × 5.8 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      Mary Sibande, a contemporary Johannesburg artist, has created a series of works that explore the fantasy world of
      a fictitious domestic worker called Sophie, who dreams of other lives and believes she can transcend her mundane
      daily life as a domestic worker. In I Put a Spell on Me, Sophie is dressed in what looks like an
      enormous nineteenth-century bustle dress, in colours worn by the local Zionist
      Christian churchgoers, who are often seen in the Johannesburg surrounds on weekends, worshipping in parks and
      open spaces. Her arms are outstretched in a gesture of reverence or surrender. She holds a Zionist staff in her
      left hand and it seems as if she is deep in some sort of spiritual communication.
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        Figure 1.14
      


      
        David Goldblatt
      


      
        The transported of KwaNdebele, Wolwekraal to Marabastad bus 1984
      


      
        David Goldblatt, courtesy of the Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg and Cape Town
      

    


    
      By the middle of the twentieth century, professional photographers on the Witwatersrand had set up studios that
      catered to migrant workers who wanted to sit for their portraits. In the same way that the pair of early migrants
      greet the viewer at the entrance to the museum, life-size images taken in the mid-1950s from one such studio in
      the Pretoria area here show male migrants with an eclectic mix of beadwork and other accoutrements. The beadwork
      panels integrate long-standing indigenous art forms with the sartorial splendour commonly aspired to by black
      middle-class men, attesting both to the inventive ways in which migrants negotiated their daily experiences and
      the critical value they attached to their evolving notions of beauty.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      While many ties developed between migrant workers and more permanently urbanised communities, there were also
      often deep tensions and divisions, which, on a number of occasions – sometimes with more than a little
      encouragement from shadowy agents of the state – spilled over into open conflict. This violence highlights the
      complexities of migrancy and warns against a simple juxtaposition between imposed controls and the resilience and
      creativity of the migrants. The elements of personal agency that migrants maintained were also implicated in
      forms of patriarchy and chilling violence.
    


    
      The exhibition comes at a time of particular relevance to the plight of migrants, considering the upheavals in
      the mining sector (culminating in the Marikana massacre), providing a window on to the structural and personal
      violence that have long disfigured the system and coloured wider South African society. The broad expanse of the
      themes covered in this rich and diverse exhibition bring together extraordinarily varied creations of material
      culture, showcasing the heritage of many of the southern African language groups. The exhibition reaffirms the
      ways in which migrants sought to express and protect their humanity, despite the hardships and humiliations of
      their journeys.
    


    
      Notes
    


    
      1.For a detailed discussion, see P Hobbs and E Ranking, Printmaking in a Transforming South
      Africa (Cape Town: David Philip, 1997), 44.
    


    
      2.See Julia Charlton’s Chapter 13 in this volume on the decorated envelopes and letters of Tito Zungu.
    


    
      3.M Rosenthal (ed.), William Kentridge: Five Themes (San Francisco: San Francisco
      Museum of Modern Art; West Palm Beach: Norton Museum of Art; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 41.
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        Figure 1.15
      


      
        Keith Dietrich Dora Ntlansana 1985
      


      
        Pastel on paper 188.5 × 66.3 cm
      


      
        Wits Art Museum Collection
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        Figure 1.16
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded Zulu male migrant worker c.1956
      


      
        Photographic studio in Marabastad, Pretoria Private Collection
      

    

  


  
    
      
        CHAPTER 2
      


      
        Slavery, Indenture and Migrant Labour: Maritime Immigration from Mozambique to the Cape,
        c.1780–1880
      


      
        Patrick Harries
      

    


    




      Mozambique has been a major site for the export of labour to South Africa for
      close to 250 years. The development of a vast system of migrant labour to the diamond and gold mines has
      dominated this story.1 What is less well known is the history of Mozambique as an exporter
      of labour to the south-western tip of Africa where the importation of slaves and other forced immigrants
      transitioned, with little interruption, to the importation of migrant workers. This chapter focuses on the
      exportation of labour from Mozambique over a century, starting around 1770, and draws attention to the hesitant
      transition in labour relations at the Cape as they shifted from slavery to indenture and, finally, to contracted
      labour migration. It outlines the extreme violence needed to establish a labour force and notes that, as in other
      parts of the world, the end of slavery created the need for imported, foreign labour held under strict
      indenture.2 The final part of the chapter examines how the coercive nature of this inheritance
      came to underlay the system of migrant labour.
    


    
      The chapter starts by examining the growth of the trade in slaves from Mozambique to the Cape at the end of the
      eighteenth century. It argues that at this early stage the Portuguese colony began to depend for its revenues on
      the export of human capital. The sale of the colony’s major means of production fatally undermined its ability to
      attract immigrants and investment, as had Brazil or the Cape Colony, and institutionalised a dependence on the
      export of labour. Chattel slaves dominated the early years of this trade, but with the implementation of
      abolition at the Cape in 1808, two new waves of forced immigrants moved from Mozambique to the British colony
      where they acquired limited rights as freed or ‘apprenticed’ slaves. Like the slaves, they initially came from
      northern Mozambique, the areas north of Cape Delgado and Madagascar. But as Mozambique opened to trade with
      Brazil, forced immigrants arrived at the Cape in greater numbers from Quelimane, as well as from Inhambane and
      Delagoa Bay. During the 1850s, the commerce in slaves across the Atlantic declined sharply and the East African
      slave trade turned northwards. The role of the Cape as a site for the freeing of slaves ended in the mid-1860s
      only to be replaced, ten years later, by its new function as an importer of migrant labourer. The final part of
      this chapter examines the thin line between the expatriation of slaves, a system long present in southern
      Mozambique, and the new, state-controlled form of labour exportation represented by migrant labour. Although the
      colonial administration at the Cape brought new freedoms to the labour market in the late 1830s and early 1840s,
      the colony continued to depend on the labour of forced immigrants from Mozambique. Underlying the transition from
      slavery and indentured labour to a system of migrant labour was the historical dependence of the Portuguese
      administration on the revenues drawn from the export of labour. Indigenous systems of slavery in Mozambique also
      supported this transition by providing both slave traders and government recruiters with workers who had little
      or no say over how and to whom they were engaged. As elsewhere in the world, these factors infused migrant labour
      with a weighty heritage that retarded and restricted the emergence of a free labour system.3
    


    
      The slave trade
    


    
      The number of African slaves arriving at the Cape grew markedly during the last quarter of the eighteenth century
      when the Dutch East India Company (VOC) turned away from its traditional sources of slave labour in South Asia
      and Indonesia and, instead, looked for supplies to the south-west Indian Ocean. Settlements and islands along the
      East African coast, from Kilwa to Mozambique, became important exporters of slaves in the 1770s as the French
      developed tropical plantations on the Mascarenes. But they also discovered that slaves could be taken around the
      Cape and sold at great profit in the Caribbean at their colony of St Domingue (modern-day Haiti). In 1789 French
      traders took some 9 000 slaves from the island capital of Mozambique to St Domingue in about 30 slave ships, many
      of which stopped at the Cape.4 This new stream of slaves passing around the Cape offered colonists a fresh source of labour as captains found that, by disposing of
      weak and sickly slaves, they could rid their cargoes of those elements least likely to survive the long and
      gruelling Middle Passage to the Americas.5 But this
      source of forced immigration to the Cape came to an end following the slave uprising in St Domingue in 1791 and
      the outbreak of war with Britain two years later.
    


    
      After the British had seized the Cape, they prohibited French ships from anchoring in Table Bay and started to
      hunt down French and allied vessels. Captured as ‘prizes of war’, these vessels often contained slaves being
      shipped to, or between, the French islands. As the British closed their grip on Mauritius and Réunion, French
      slavers sold their ships to a small group of merchants operating from Mozambique Island. Being Portuguese
      citizens, these merchants could travel safely around the Cape, sell slaves at the British port or use it as a
      refreshment station on the way to Rio de la Plata and Brazil.6 Mozambique
      experienced a period of economic growth as the slave trade expanded and traders invested their profits in the
      prazo estates along the Zambezi River, in the small town on Mozambique Island and, soon, in the construction of a
      handful of ocean-going slave ships.
    


    
      During the Batavian occupation of the Cape (1803–1806) and the first months of Britain’s reoccupation of the
      region, Mozambican traders landed more than 7 200 slaves at Cape Town.7 This trade
      ended with the Act of Abolition implemented at the Cape on 1 March 1808, but it did little to stop the burgeoning
      trade in slaves from Mozambique to Brazil. Although the new Act prohibited naval officers from selling captured
      slaves, it offered them considerable fixed sums for each slave captured as a prize of war and British warships
      continued to bring in captured human cargoes. These forced immigrants alleviated the shortage of labour at the
      Cape and joined others, freed from visiting slave ships, when their vessels were wrecked or condemned for
      contravening aspects of colonial law.8 At the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the British entered into a
      series of international treaties aimed at the eventual abolition of the slave trade. But these treaties largely
      concentrated on suppressing the slave trade north of the equator and made no attempt to restrict Portugal’s
      massive transfer of labour from Mozambique and Angola to Brazil.
    


    
      Labour at the Cape
    


    
      The British authorities placed slaves freed at the Cape under 14-year apprenticeships. This was an adaptation of
      the system of apprenticeship at home that released parishes from having to provide for indigent youths and,
      instead, placed them in the hands of a master for training in a useful craft. The Act of Abolition stipulated
      that slaves freed in British ports should be apprenticed in this manner to the navy, army or colonial government;
      those superfluous to the needs of these institutions could then be apprenticed to private masters. In return for
      this free labour, masters were required to introduce apprentices to Christian teaching and to the skills needed
      to prevent them from becoming charges of the state at the end of their indentures. The slaves fell under the
      protection of the Controller of Customs who had to ascertain whether they were married, ensure that parents were
      not separated from their children and, in general, safeguard their interests.9 The
      apprenticeship system had the advantage of introducing a degree of flexibility into the labour market just as the
      Caledon or ‘Hottentot’ Code of 1809 subjected the indigenous Khoi to a pass system, severely controlling their
      movements. It also gave the colonial administration the power to distribute labour to recently arrived British
      immigrants in ways that gave them a foothold in the local economy. Moreover, apprenticeship generated the first
      extensive register of labour in the history of the colony. This provided the government with a blueprint of how
      to deal with and better control the workforce and deeply inserted the concerns of state into the field of labour
      relations.10
    


    
      At the Cape this system suffered from an inherent fault when slave-owners took on the responsibility for feeding,
      lodging and protecting freed slaves and for providing them with a modicum of
      training. Although many masters failed to provide their apprentices with formal skills, many prize slaves did
      become cooks, cleaners, grooms, household servants, porters or washerwomen. Masters frequently hired out prize
      apprentices for periods of time ranging from a day to a few months. This was an established and popular way for
      colonists to reap a quick financial return on the capital invested in one or two slaves and it became a major
      means of rendering more flexible a labour market bound by the pass controls of the Caledon Code.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        Figure 2.1
      


      
        The naval base served as the headquarters of the anti-slavery squadron. Drawing by Sir Jahleel Brenton, head of
        the dockyard and defender of the interests of Prize Negroes.
      


      
        Sir Jahleel Brenton
      


      
        Simonstown 1815
      


      
        Simon’s Town Museum, courtesy Richard Brenton Sinker
      

    


    
      The rights of apprenticed slaves became an important topic during the early years of the second British
      occupation. Sir Jahleel Brenton, the much-decorated head of the Simon’s Town dockyard from 1815 to 1821, loudly
      championed the rights of Prize Negroes. He noted that masters had little reason to show any consideration for
      Prize Negroes, as their responsibility for these apprentices came to an end with the termination of their
      contracts.11 However Brenton also recognised that prize apprentices had inalienable rights under
      legislation as they could not be sold, inherited or transferred to another colony, were to receive a training in
      a marketable skill and were to be held in service for a maximum of 14 years. Yet, while he pressed for the early
      liberation of those apprentices who could support themselves through the sale of acquired skills, Brenton
      recognised the larger problem: freedom would merely reduce them to ‘the position of Hottentots’.
    


    
      While his friend John Phillip fought to undo the serf-like condition of the Khoi under the Caledon Code, Brenton
      lobbied hard to ameliorate the situation of apprentice slaves at the Cape and achieved some notable successes in
      this regard at Simon’s Town.12 In the meantime, as the first, short apprenticeships came to an end
      in 1816, several prize slaves opposed the renewal of their indentures. This happened just as slaves were enabled
      to take charges of mistreatment before a Protector of Slaves and a year after Khoi labourers had for the first
      time laid charges against their masters before the new circuit court. It was perhaps this new concern with legal
      rights that led several Prize Negroes to seek release from their status as apprentices or to claim that they had
      been illegally enslaved.13
    


    
      Although this and other early attempts to bring the rights of prize apprentices to the notice of the courts
      proved unsuccessful, the complaints helped stir a wind of dissent that rose again in 1822–1823. This occurred as
      the first 14-year apprenticeships expired and government legislation suddenly entitled both slaves and prize
      apprentices to claim better treatment from their masters. This legislation regulated the conditions under which
      Prize Negroes laboured, established clear rights to food, clothing and small payments and limited punishments for
      misdemeanours. It obliged masters to provide their apprentices with a rudimentary education and training and
      threatened them with heavy fines for selling their apprentices into slavery.14 Opponents
      of Lord Charles Somerset turned their criticism of government around these broad questions of freedom and
      particularly succeeded in bringing before the colonial court the corrupt ways in which government officials dealt
      with prize slaves.15 In the meantime, Brenton’s reports to parliament helped bring to
      the Cape a commission of inquiry in March 1823, which gathered evidence from masters and apprentices and that
      showed freed slaves had seldom benefited from any form of tutelage. The difficulties associated with freeing
      forced immigrants in a colony still practising slavery were compounded by the venality of an administration only
      too willing to benefit from a trade in these individuals and their labour.16
    


    
      In London, parliament responded to the demands of the abolitionists by passing the Slave Trade Consolidation Act
      of 1824 that, finally, prohibited slavers from stopping at the Cape and, in a separate clause, reduced the period
      of apprenticeship for prize slaves to the seven years found in Exodus 21:2.17 Ordinance 49
      of 1828 prepared the way for a liberalisation of the labour market when it empowered immigrants to cross the
      frontier in search of work, with the provision that they carry passes.
      Ordinance 50 of the same year then freed both Khoi and prize slaves from the restrictions of the Caledon Code.
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        Figure 2.2
      


      
        Southern Mozambique was an active site for the slave trade in the first half of the nineteenth century. The
        body marks on this Brazilian slave indicate that he came from southern Mozambique. The people called Knopneuse
        (Knobnoses) by the Boers, and ‘Inhambanes’ by the slave traders, could be found in the Mascarene islands, in
        Brazil, as well as at the Cape and Freetown.
      


      
        Johan Moritz Rugendas
      


      
        Voyages pittoresque dans le Bresil 1835
      


      
        Paris, Engelmann
      

    


    
      While the humanitarian lobby won these limited advances at home and in the empire, it made no attempt to curb the
      growing slave trade from East Africa. Northern and central Mozambique initially dominated this commerce with the
      Mascarenes and Americas. During this time, southern Mozambique was on the edge of the slave trade as forced
      emigrants from Inhambane and Lourenço Marques had to pass through the customs office at Mozambique Island. This
      increased the periods of time they spent in ships’ holds and increased their propensity to die during the long
      Middle Passage to the Americas. But as the profitability of the slave trade grew in the early nineteenth century,
      these ports on the edge of empire started to export slaves independently of the tax authorities at the island
      capital. As elsewhere in Mozambique, slave traders fastened onto indigenous social practices in their attempt to
      acquire the merchandise of their trade. Indigenous people practised various forms of slavery in the region south
      of the Save River, from debt bondage to pawnship and domestic slavery. This produced a population that, uprooted
      and without rights, constituted the raw material of the slave trade.
    


    
      Between 1804 and 1807, three slave vessels left Inhambane for the Cape where they sold their human cargoes. The
      implementation of abolition turned this trade in Inhambane slaves away from the Cape and directed it to Brazil.
      The slave trade in the region grew precipitously in the 1820s as Nguni warlords migrated northwards and
      devastated the coastal regions of southern Mozambique. These political upheavals produced perhaps as many as a
      thousand slaves for the sugar plantations of Mauritius and Réunion every year during the second half of the
      1820s.18 Smaller numbers went to Brazil but, as that country prepared to end the slave trade,
      merchants sought to export as many slaves as possible. In 1829–1830, 12 large slave ships, each laden with an
      average of 555 slaves, left Lourenço Marques for Brazil. In the north, in 1830 alone, six slavers left Inhambane
      for Brazil with a total of 3 456 slaves.19
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        Figure 2.3
      


      
        The woman on the right, described as ‘Koomassie a woman from the country of Lake Nyassa’, was in a party of
        slaves encountered by David Livingstone near where the Shire River enters Lake Nyassa. After walking to the
        coast, she was embarked on a dhow of 125 tons just north of Cape Delagado, along with close to 70 other slaves.
        Captured by HMS Lynx in October 1859, the dhow was destroyed and the crew taken to Zanzibar for adjudication.
        The warship then sailed for the Cape where the slaves were freed on 19 January 1860 and distributed as
        apprentices.
      


      
        Thomas Baines
      


      
        Walledi woman of Bakarri East Coast Africa; Koomassie, a woman from the country of Lake Nyassa 1859
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Anti-slavery
    


    
      During the 1820s British treaties with Portugal effectively protected the export of slaves from Mozambique and
      Angola on which Brazil depended for its economic growth.20 It was only
      in the late 1830s that the British attempted to curb the slave trade from Mozambique by forcing Portugal’s hand.
      However the colonial administration in Mozambique refused to implement the abolition of the slave trade, decreed
      in Lisbon in 1836, and gave limited support to the Royal Navy’s attempt to suppress the trade through force of
      arms. Mozambique’s role in the commerce in human beings had grown phenomenally over the previous two decades and,
      now in the hands of expatriate Brazilians, had sapped the colony of its productive forces and rendered it highly
      unstable politically.21 Brazilian entrepreneurs paid a tax on every slave exported and
      supplied the colony with the bulk of its specie. Government officials depended on these traders to boost their
      meagre wages and soldiers looked to them for a regular income.22
    


    
      The renewed armed intervention of the Royal Navy started in 1839, a year after the final emancipation of slaves
      at the Cape. Over the next few years the British brought about 6 000 ‘captured Negroes’ to the colony where they
      entered into apprenticeships of only one to three years. For a few years in the early 1840s, this made Cape Town
      the primary location in Africa for the liberation of captured slaves. With Freetown momentarily transformed into
      a site of emigration taking workers to the plantations of the West Indies, freed slaves were directed to the
      Cape.23 But the new, decisive policy aimed at suppressing the East African slave trade also
      contributed to a liberalisation of the labour market in the colony as, with apprenticeships limited to little
      more than one year, ‘captured Negroes’ were permitted to respond more freely to market demands.24
    


    
      A Master and Servant Act, passed in March 1841, promised to control this labour force by prosecuting workers for
      negligent work, desertion, disobedience or insolence. But despite this attempt to create a disciplined labour
      force capable of responding to the demands of the market, questions remained
      about the human costs involved in bringing these forced immigrants to the Cape. The sea journey of five weeks
      from Mozambique exhausted slaves already weakened by a long tramp to the coast and long periods confined in
      barracoons or ships’ holds. As large numbers of slaves died in ships making their way to the Cape as prizes of
      the Royal Navy, pressure mounted on the Admiralty to bring captured slavers before courts in Mauritius or the
      Seychelles.25
    


    
      This policy grew more strongly as the slave trade shifted northwards, following the final suppression of the
      trade to Brazil, and in response to a growing demand for slaves in the Comores, at Madagascar and Zanzibar.
      Slaves were also shipped to Réunion, mainly from central and northern Mozambique in the 1850s and 1860s as
      engagé or émigré labourers. In southern Mozambique, the slave trade declined sharply in the 1840s as the
      Gaza Nguni consolidated their empire and relied on domestic slaves to swell their numbers. Nevertheless,
      Inhambane was still visited by huge slave ships, such as the Rapid Emperatriz that, in 1851, left the
      port for Cuba with 1 000 slaves. Rapid, three-masted clippers, of which we have little precise detail, continued
      to take slaves illegally from Lourenço Marques and Inhambane until late in the decade.26 As elsewhere
      in the colony, the Portuguese held slaves in the south where several thousand laboured at Inhambane and, to a
      lesser extent, at Lourenço Marques.27 Portugal eventually emancipated these slaves in 1869, but
      subjected them to a period of unpaid apprenticeship (as libertos) that would only finally come to an end
      in 1878 with the passage of a new form of compulsory labour in the shape of an anti-vagrancy law.
    


    
      The shipment to the Cape of forced immigrants from Mozambique finally ended in 1864.28 But by this
      time the British had alternative landing sites for the landing of freed slaves. In 1873 the Royal Navy brought
      the first of about 600 Mozambican slaves to Durban where they laboured under five-year
      apprenticeships.29 As the mineral revolution gathered
      strength and a tentacular new demand for labour spread throughout southern Africa, officials at the Cape made new
      requests for labour from Mozambique. With labourers leaving the farms to work at Kimberley or on the roads,
      railways and port facilities, the Cape looked north, yet again, to supply its labour market with a steady flow of
      workers from Mozambique.
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        Figure 2.4
      


      
        Brand marks on slaves freed at the Cape Early 1840s
      


      
        Reprinted by the Western Cape Archives and Records Service
      

    


    
      Migrant labour
    


    
      Communities on the coastal plain of southern Mozambique had a long history of moving in response to changing
      seasons and frequent, intemperate extremes in weather. Networks of information existed on the coast where men had
      worked with whalers and traders for several generations and had a taste for imported goods. News of work
      opportunities on the sugar plantations of Natal in the early 1860s drew men to make their way south across
      Zululand. But this route south, dangerous for individuals, was only made secure when the Natal government
      negotiated with the Zulu king in 1873 for recruiters to take workers through his kingdom. Some of these men
      deserted their employers in Natal and headed south through Pondoland in search of better conditions of work at
      the Cape.30 In July 1876 administrators at the Cape attempted to control this movement of labour
      by establishing a maritime immigration scheme with the Portuguese. Modelled on a plan recently inaugurated by the
      Natal government, this scheme required the Cape’s agent at Lourenço Marques to make a 15s payment for the
      passport of every emigrant prepared to accept a two-year work contract. About 700 workers made their way from
      Lourenço Marques to Cape Town on mail steamers at this time, several independently of the government scheme.
    


    
      The attempt to renew the shipping of labour from Mozambique to the Cape proved short-lived, largely because it
      required a greasing of the palms of the Portuguese officials and an increase in the passport fee to 26s6d (half
      of which reputedly went to the governor of Lourenço Marques).31 With
      recruiting fees and the charge of a berth in steerage on a mail steamship, it cost an average of £7 to bring one
      man from Delagoa Bay to Cape Town. At the Cape, employers and the government shared the payment of this amount
      and guaranteed emigrants a return voyage home. This investment was lost when workers imported under the scheme
      deserted. Another cause of the scheme’s hasty demise was the moral repugnance with which many viewed the
      importation of labour from ports in which elements of slavery were still to be found.
    


    
      A new generation of British abolitionists, dedicated to eradicating slavery throughout the world, wrote to the
      Colonial Office about their opposition to the maritime labour emigration scheme. Officials in Whitehall also
      found this way of acquiring labour in an area with a long slave history to be morally dubious.32 These objections continued after the start of the scheme when the colonial secretary
      in Natal saw the shipping of labour from Lourenço Marques to Durban as ‘a very questionable mode of supplying the
      labour market’. Part of the cost of embarking workers at Lourenço Marques, he had heard, came from having to
      ‘guard, superintend ... and prevent [them from] running away’.33 It was
      whispered that free men had been press-ganged in the interior and registered as libertos at Lourenço
      Marques and that libertos had been shipped to the Cape, via Lourenço Marques, from ports such as
      Quelimane.34 This perhaps explains the handful of ‘Makuas’ from northern Mozambique included in
      the early register of workers drawn up at the Cape. But the most stinging critique of all came from the French
      who, only a little over a decade earlier, had borne a wave of criticism from British abolitionists for their own
      émigré scheme. In 1877 the leading French abolitionist, Victor Schoelcher, called the shipping of labour from
      Lourenço Marques to Natal and the Cape, and the freeing of slaves at Durban, ‘a disguised restoration of the
      murderous slave trade’.35
    


    
      The number of men shipped to the Cape declined sharply in 1878 as the status of liberto came to an end
      and employers in the British colony turned to labour drawn from the Transkei. But as the economy expanded, the demand for labour rose once again and, after the resuscitation of the scheme in
      November 1879, some 2 400 workers boarded ship for the Cape over the next 30 months. Men from the Delagoa Bay
      area were the first to respond to the call for labour, but from July 1880 recruiters sought out men from further
      north who were prepared to enter three-year contracts at considerably lower wages.
    


    
      The old slave harbour of Inhambane replaced Lourenço Marques at this time as recruiters brought to the port men
      from the Gaza kingdom and Chopiland. As libertos made up a large part of the population of Inhambane,
      the Portuguese prohibited the export of labour from the port. But the town’s governor took no notice of this ban
      and readily inscribed false names in passports for departing workers. These documents cost 11s8d, a sum he shared
      with recruiters bringing the men from the interior. The British consul at Mozambique, Henry O’Neil, soon reported
      on the felonious nature of this traffic as recruiters acquired men by ‘all sorts of pretences’ and, once at the
      port, had them chained together and embarked on waiting ships.36 If men living
      within the Portuguese dependency at Inhambane had little say over the conditions under which they were recruited,
      those beyond its sway of influence were similarly bereft of influence over their recruitment. The large numbers
      of Chopi recruited under the scheme were, more than likely, the product of the relentless raids mounted by the
      Gaza on their stockades south-west of Inhambane. These Nguni-speakers ruled over an empire in southern
      Mozambique, possessed large numbers of slaves and had no concept of ‘free labour’. It seems highly likely that
      the Gaza king, Gungunyane, was the major beneficiary of the wages brought back home by men returning from the
      Cape Colony.37
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Slaves liberated at the Cape showed little desire to return home to areas of Mozambique devastated by the
      violence and turmoil of the slave trade. But with the ending of both slavery and the slave trade along the
      Mozambican coast and at Zanzibar, some Makua-speakers at Durban returned home.38 Many of the
      men who moved to the Cape as contracted labourers took advantage of the secured return passage offered by their
      employment. Those who completed their legal contracts embarked on the mail ship while others, often after
      breaking contract, tramped home overland.39 Many took up
      work on the railways and ports of the Eastern Cape. These men returned home with new beliefs, skills of all sorts
      and even the first text in Gwamba (Tsonga), the language transcribed by Swiss missionaries.40 Several returned home with wives who took Christianity and the English language into
      parts of the Delagoa Bay hinterland.41 Some of these migrants became famous pioneers of Christianity,
      most notably the Methodist Robert Mashaba in the Delagoa Bay area and the Anglican Bernard Mizeki in
      Zimbabwe.42 Equally importantly, the Catholic Saturnino do Valle migrated from Inhambane to
      establish a Catholic mission on the Bluff at Durban. This attracted members of the Makua or ‘Zanzibari’ freed
      slave community who later played a role in taking their new faith to the Zulu.43
    


    
      In 1883 the labour scheme bringing Mozambicans to the Cape by sea came to an end. New sources of migrant labour
      had become available to employers with the incorporation of the Transkeian territories into the Cape Colony and,
      as many Mozambicans deserted their contracts, the scheme had become too costly. The movement of labour that had
      started a century earlier had taken on a migrant form with the ending in Mozambique of slavery and the slave
      trade. But the forced, compulsory nature of this trade in human beings remained. Portuguese officials and
      recruiters depended on the revenues drawn from the export of labour both to line their pockets and run the
      administration. Together with chiefs, who also drew a financial advantage from the migration of labour, these
      individuals pressured men to emigrate and, through the agency of the Portuguese consul in Cape Town, they were
      also encouraged to return home. The maritime labour scheme continued the tradition of a high level of state
      intervention in the labour market through the registration, organisation and control of
      labour brought to the Cape by sea. Like earlier generations of slaves and prize apprentices at the Cape, the
      migrants had no say over the employers to whom they would be contracted and it is very probable that they had no
      say over the length of time they would work or their level of remuneration.
    


    
      The discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886 and the development of an organised system of migrant labour
      put paid to hopes at the Cape of resuscitating the maritime labour scheme. But vestiges of the old patterns
      remained in the new arrangement in the Transvaal: the dependence of the Mozambican economy on the export of
      labour; the high level of compulsion used to force men to migrate; the strong degree of state intervention on the
      side of capital in this growing ‘system’, especially after the British took charge of the Transvaal, and a
      centralised decision-making process that excluded workers. As migrant labour emerged as a system, it carried with
      it elements of a maritime trade in human beings with a long history in south-east Africa, a commerce accompanied
      by a practice of work marked by slavery and indenture. This experience of a deeply unfree system of labour would
      influence industrialists and politicians alike and would help shape the contours of labour relations in South
      Africa for the next century.
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        Walking 2 000 Kilometres to Work and Back: The Wandering Bassuto by Carl Richter
      


      
        Peter Delius
      

    


    




      Large-scale and widespread labour migration is often associated with (and
      explained by) the mineral revolution in South Africa. But long before the creation of the insatiable appetite for
      black labour, as a result of the growth of the diamond fields in the 1870s, thousands of men from a wide range of
      societies in what was then the Transvaal and beyond travelled vast distances to seek work in the Cape and Natal.
      In the 1860s, their main destination was the Eastern Cape – especially Port Elizabeth – which was in the grip of
      a boom in wool production and export, but the Natal sugar plantations were also an important magnet for migrants.
      The migrants were largely young men and the missionary Alexander Merensky commented in 1862 that, in the Pedi
      kingdom, it was an established practice for each youth on reaching maturity to go to the Cape Colony for one or
      more years. Since maturity was defined sociologically as well as biologically, this comment implies that these
      youths had passed through the challenging rites of initiation and had been constituted into regiments under royal
      authority. They usually travelled in large groups and were more than ready to defend themselves against predators
      and attempts to rob or press-gang them.1 It was this
      system that was reoriented and transformed by the discovery of diamonds in Kimberley and then gold on the Rand.
    


    
      Recent research has also underscored that travelling over long distances and for long periods in pursuit of
      income and employment was far from novel for the inhabitants of the interior. For centuries, people had travelled
      the long-distance trade routes that spanned the interior of most of modern southern Africa. Locally manufactured
      iron and copper goods, salt, ochre, horns, skins, pots, grain and cattle were traded over both short and long
      distances. These trade networks also connected to routes that linked to the east coast, which brought imported
      beads, cloth, ceramics and metalware to the interior and exported ivory, other products of the hunt and some
      cattle. Often, the paths that migrant workers walked on their way to work had been long-established trade
      routes.2
    


    
      The pursuit of employment also shaped movement long before the nineteenth century. Young men travelled both
      locally and regionally to attach themselves to wealthy homesteads where their labour was rewarded with livestock
      or other items that could contribute to their bride-wealth goods and so to marry and achieve full adulthood. This
      pursuit of bride-wealth goods continues to be a key element in the system that evolved in the nineteenth century.
      But new goods came to play an increasingly important role. Most important from the 1840s to the 1880s were
      firearms, which played a key part in the hunting economy, power struggles between Trekkers and Africans and in
      conflicts between polities. The South African Republic tried to ban the arms trade with Africans, which was far
      from effective, but it did make guns very expensive in the interior. They were much easier and cheaper to buy in
      the Cape. The pace and scale of the acquisition of firearms by migrants was formidable. In 1862, Merensky
      calculated that the Pedi army consisted of 12 000 men, of whom approximately a third had guns – mainly
      anachronistic muzzle loaders. By 1876, the army was fully armed with breech loading rifles.3
    


    
      A considerable literature has accumulated in recent decades on this early system of migrant labour, but our
      understanding of many elements remains sketchy. A great deal of historical writing portrays epic journeys whether
      by Trekkers, explorers, hunters, missionaries or shipwreck survivors. But the extraordinary journeys routinely
      undertaken by migrant workers, crossing more than a thousand kilometres of often hostile terrain, remain largely
      unrecorded and uncelebrated. While the evidence to correct this omission is sadly sparse, there are some
      documents that provide revealing glimpses into their travels. One of these was penned by a Berlin missionary,
      Carl Richter, who was based in the Transvaal and it was published in the Berlin Missionary Journal in
      1882.4
    


    
      Richter was born in Prussia in 1836 and was trained in the craft of nail-making. As was the practice at the time,
      after his apprenticeship, he travelled from town to town seeking work, until he eventually joined the Berlin
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        Migrants arriving on the diamond fields in search of work 1886
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      Missionary Society. After seven years of training, he was sent to the
      Transvaal. His own background as a travelling worker sparked his interest in the migrant workers who regularly
      passed by the mission stations and whom he encountered on his own travels.5 While he saw
      some elements in common between their experiences and those of apprentices in Germany, his cultural blinkers
      ensured elements of tunnel vision. He noted in his description that the
    


    
      concept of ‘wandering’ is used as it is in Germany among the artisans and apprentices, i.e., to look for work. A
      wanderer in the sense of a tourist is unknown here. A Mossuto does not have a thought left for nature’s beauty or
      otherwise historical peculiarities, to strengthen and refresh his soul life through them. Even travel such as
      that of an artisan, who wants to create an opportunity for himself in a foreign place to perfect his craft, is
      unfamiliar to the Bassuto. The Mossuto of today only wanders to earn money.6
    


    
      Despite his blind spots, Richter provides an informed overview of the development of labour relations in the
      Transvaal. The extract that follows is based on Richter’s account, with some minor editorial interventions to
      enhance the accessibility of the text, while retaining as much as possible of its original character.7
    


    
      The Wandering Bassuto by Carl Richter
    


    
      For as long as the white population advanced into these regions of the Bassuto (about since the year 1836), the
      Mossuto has been sought after as a worker. Either he was forced to work or he went voluntarily to earn
      something.8
    


    
      Slavery, in the sense as in many other countries where adult persons are purchased for a price, did not exist
      here. This practice was limited only to the small children, whom one mostly appropriated in an illegal way; these
      children were then trained to become workers. But here, too, a time frame was set by the government, within which
      such a slave should acquire his freedom. I believe it was in the twentieth year. However, this year was not
      always the year of release, as is evident from the fact that the Mossuto never knew the years of his age and
      because his owner was probably never too hasty to voluntarily release his cheap worker.9
    


    
      But many adults were also forced to work in the following way: one or more Boers had legitimately made themselves
      owners of a piece of land, which was occupied by indigenous people. The latter were then informed that for them
      to be permitted to stay on the property of the one or more whites, they had to work for their baas
      (master) for a certain time without remuneration. The chief of the tribe had to see to it that all young, strong
      people took turns, one after the other, to go to work for their masters, who often stayed a very far distance
      from them.
    


    
      This forced manner of working caused much unhappiness and trouble on both sides. Among the Bassuto an expression
      was coined for such involuntary work attendance, which was supposed to be Dutch and was adapted according to
      their way of speaking and sounded ‘zoomaareng’, more or less with the meaning: ‘into the for-nothing’,
      it was supposed to imply: ‘We are going to work without getting any payment for it.’
    


    
      It often happened that the summoned worker did not pitch up and the baas or ‘master’ himself had to ride
      to fetch him and when he had brought him to his place and set him to work, he fled away again after a short time.
      New trouble arose again for the chief of the tribe or the field cornet [a government official]. Often the field
      cornet had to go to that kraal himself and threaten punishment.
    


    
      Usually the Boers, when they wanted to capture a fugitive, carefully approached his dwelling place by night, in
      order to surprise him early in the morning and to take him captive. One day saw a field cornet with a Boer, who
      had succeeded in getting back such an escapee. In order not to give him the opportunity to run away again on the
      way, they had tied him with a rope to the horse, in such a way that the one end of the rope was fastened to the
      saddle and the other around the neck of the Mossuto. Thus he had to (nolens
      volens) run along next to the horse. The distance from the kraal to the home of the Boer was about four to
      five German miles [one German mile = 7.5 kilometres]. Certainly not much consideration would have been given on
      the way to the pedestrian by the riders.
    


    
      But in earlier years, many of the Bassutos also went voluntarily to distant areas to look for work. Many such
      workers stayed in the old colonies; others, however, returned after a number of years. One can often find people
      in these areas who have lived more than ten years in a foreign land.
    


    
      A new stage with regard to wandering has emerged since the discovery of the diamond fields. Wandering is now the
      young man’s pleasure because it is associated with many hopes for the future life of the young Mossuto. It can be
      assumed with certainty that of the many thousand young people who grow up here, only very few don’t go wandering.
      To a German, who has got to know wandering in his homeland, the thought often comes up at the sight of such
      ‘working Kaffirs’ to draw a comparison between the earlier German apprentices and the local working Kaffirs. Some
      trends may be different from the other, but yet another is very similar. When in earlier times in Germany a
      ‘qualified one’ started his travels, he had his burden of the examination behind him and, maybe alone or with a
      travel companion, he was often accompanied out of the gate by companions of the trade and some friends, to then
      try his luck in the ‘world’.
    


    
      Here we find the Mossuto, as inexperienced in every work as possibly imaginable, preparing himself for wandering.
      However, a young man will never embark on the journey alone; he waits until several countrymen want to start on
      such a journey, to which he joins himself. And, as in Germany, the destination of the artisans is often one or
      more capitals of the country; the destination here is the diamond fields, from whence the expression: ‘to go into
      strange lands’, ‘deimaneng’, that is, ‘to the diamond fields’.
    


    
      The travelling party has its specific rules. One of the travellers becomes the leader, so to speak, whose
      directions the others have to follow and who is also accountable to his national tribe for the travelling
      companions. When a travelling company has gathered, the provisions are attended to. Each of the travellers is
      obliged to take along a portion of the journey’s food. Mostly it consists of a quantity of about 10–15 pounds of
      Kaffir corn [sorghum] or flour. Only one cooking pot and one drinking vessel, often only one ox horn, is required
      for all of them. Also, those who are in a position to do so provide some money for the trip. They start out with
      food for the journey in a little bag, or also, as I have seen myself, in an old trouser leg, which was tied up at
      the end, also a sleeping blanket, maybe prepared from a skin, and all this tightly tied together and carried on
      the shoulder, so that it almost assumes the longish form of a so-called ‘Berliner’ of the German artisan.
    


    
      If a believing Christian is among the company, he will never leave his Bible, reading book or hymn book at home,
      that is, if he had been able to acquire such books before then. Books are the pride and joy of believing men.
    


    
      In the company, one will always find someone who is supplied with fire, be it a glowing piece of wood or a piece
      of dry cow dung.
    


    
      It is their custom to march along like geese, that is, one behind the other. Even on wagon trails, which are
      wide, one often finds them walking in this way. Already from their youth they have become accustomed to walking
      in this manner, since the paths that run through their gardens are only wide enough for one person.
    


    
      On the first day . . . after they have covered a distance of maybe six to seven German miles [45–53 kilometres],
      they look out for a night shelter, which is always under the open sky. Even when they want to spend the night in
      the proximity of a Kaffir kraal, they seek out a night camp outside the village. Such night camps are different,
      depending on the surroundings in which they happen to find themselves. If they are in the bushveld, that is, in
      an area covered with trees, they know how to make it quite pleasant for
      themselves. Wood is carried to camp from all directions and a fire is lit, so that the flame shines far into the
      night. On the one hand, the fire is kept so large in order not to feel the cold of the night too badly, on the
      other hand, to keep away lions and other dangerous animals in such areas where these still live. While the rest
      sit closely around the fire, the hands mostly stretched out to the same and engaged in lively conversation about
      ‘nothing’, the youngest of the company are busy preparing supper, which consists simply of Kaffir corn without
      any garnish.
    


    
      When they have eaten, it is time to go to sleep. If they managed to find a prepared sleeping place, in other
      words, one where earlier travellers had already made a type of hedge from branches of thorn trees to ward off the
      wind or also wild animals, it is more pleasant for them; otherwise, however, a camp without it will also suffice.
      Some may gather a little grass that they will use as a bottom layer; most of them, however, have no desire for a
      bottom layer. The sleeping blanket or skins are rolled out; one person lies down to sleep close to the other, the
      feet directed towards the fire. Often several persons cover themselves together with their blankets and thus they
      give themselves over to sleep, unperturbed by the hyenas and jackals howling close by. Only when the king of the
      animals makes his voice heard will the fire be kindled to a brighter flame with the wood that was collected the
      previous evening. Otherwise, every now and then, one of the sleepers will get up to keep the fire burning.
    


    
      Before daybreak, which they recognise accurately by the rising of different stars, especially of Venus, which
      they simply call ‘the star’, we find one or the other, for whom the night became too long, sitting at the fire
      again. The last of the sleepers only get up after the sun has spread its warming rays over the sleeping place.
    


    
      It is completely different when they have to wander during the rainy season. Then the poor, scantily dressed
      wanderers are truly to be pitied. Already half-frozen, with a wet and black shining skin from the rain, they come
      wandering along. Their desire is to find a shelter and often they are also successful. But what is it made of?
      There in the open field is a hut, which consists of some sticks, which are dug into the ground a little, but
      which are tapered to the inside at the top and tied together with flax or grass and covered with bushes and
      grass, which is supposed to represent the roof. This hut has to serve as accommodation for them, as it has served
      many others previously. On the outside of the hut, a type of furrow was made, so as not to let the rain water
      flow towards their sleeping place with full force. The wind howls into it, finding its exit again on the opposite
      side. Neither is the roof any protection against the pouring rain and understandably such a night provides little
      refreshment.
    


    
      A night camp on the highveld can become even worse, yes, life-threatening. The temperature is far colder than in
      the low-lying bushveld and in addition there is no firewood to be found far or near for protection against the
      cold.
    


    
      Winter is usually the time in which a cloud is seldom seen in the sky and, although by day there is the most
      pleasant travelling weather, up to 20 degrees Réaumur [25 degrees Celsius] and above, it becomes so cold with
      sundown that the earth is covered with frost and the water freezes into ice. If in such a time, the heaven covers
      itself with clouds and they empty their contents in the form of rain or even snow, it is not unusual for
      travellers to freeze to death. Warm food cannot be prepared, for lack of burning material. The dung of cattle
      that grazed here that is otherwise used as burning material is totally drenched and unusable.
    


    
      The company starts on the new day’s march, without having cooked food. By 11 o’clock, they rest, at which time
      the breakfast is prepared. On a journey that I undertook on horseback, I unsaddled in the proximity of one such
      resting group. After I had eaten bread for sustenance, which the mission sisters had given me, I approached the
      travellers to have a conversation with them. One of them was busy preparing the meal. He took out a little bag of
      flour, while another one put down water, which he had just drawn. Several tin cups stood ready; a little flour was poured into each one, then cold water was poured on top and stirred. Thus
      the prepared food was dished out for the meal. I was also handed such a portion. However, I declined, with the
      words that I had just eaten.
    


    
      Among all local national tribes it is custom that they always invite one who comes to them during mealtime to
      eat, an offer that is seldom refused.
    


    
      As mentioned above already, the leader and, in the second place, also the rest of the wanderers, bear
      responsibility for everybody in the company.
    


    
      If one of the co-travellers becomes ill and cannot continue, all the travellers are obliged to stay put for at
      least one day. If no improvement has come on the second day, they try to accommodate the sick one if possible
      with people living nearby, or one of the travellers has to remain behind to help, while the others may travel on.
      They don’t only care for their sick along the way, but also during their time of working. If a close relative of
      a sick person is there, he is primarily responsible for the care, even payment for the doctor and medicine, if a
      doctor has been called for assistance. However, if there is no close relative, the responsibility rests with the
      travelling companions, or also on his countrymen. Should someone fall away through death, the abovementioned also
      have to come up with the funeral costs, which, when the funeral is simple, is very minimal (one Mark).
    


    
      In the course of time, the provisions also get depleted (the distance from here to the diamond fields is about
      four weeks by foot). Then those who have money have to help out, open their bag, or rather roll open their little
      cloth, in which they have folded up their money, to buy food. Often, however, they try to work for food for one
      or a few days at the place of a Boer or farmer. And the closer they come to their final destination, the more
      often it is necessary to let one shilling after the other pass over into the hands of others. Not only food, but
      also fuel, yes even cooking and drinking water, have to be paid for sometimes.
    


    
      Some of those who started out together remain behind to accept work here or there; the majority, however, who
      hoped to receive more wages further down the line than what had been offered them on the way, move into the
      long-awaited city of diamonds, where they perhaps rest a day from the journey’s hardships, to then begin their
      work.
    


    
      As in each one who loves his home country and lives in a foreign country, even if 15 or more years have already
      passed, longing for the home country often fills his heart, so the word chai [gae] ‘home’ also has a
      rather sweet sound for the wandering Mossuto and how often may it sound in the mouths of those who had set out
      together to work.
    


    
      One or the other of the company has long already started on his way home with fellow citizens. Another, however,
      wants to try his luck longer in the foreign county and only a fraction of the earlier travelling companions
      prepare themselves for their return journey together. But what a difference between a man setting out to work and
      one returning! Outwardly he has become a completely different person. While on the way there, his travel baggage
      was very light and simple, he is now heavily loaded with riches.
    


    
      His knapsack still has the longish form it originally needed to accomodate the barrel of a gun because in his
      home country, only one who possessed a gun could lay claim to the name: manna, ‘man’, otherwise he
      exposed himself to the danger of being scolded as a ‘woman’, mosadi.
    


    
      Until not too long ago, it was permissible to sell guns to the coloureds [blacks] at the diamond fields; however,
      in the ZAR it was first totally prohibited for coloureds to import guns.
    


    
      Therefore they were simply smuggled in dismantled form, packed away under things. Although this smuggling was
      generally known, the government did not have enough power to seriously act against it. This trade is now
      generally prohibited, but I have been assured that many guns are nevertheless still sold to the coloureds on the diamond fields. Unscrupulous hawkers come to the Kaffirs and advise them to
      come into their shop undetected at night, where they are offered the desired guns to buy. Not only this, but they
      are also advised to bring diamonds at such time, which are bought from them in secrecy.
    


    
      Because of the smuggling of guns, or also, because their tribe had during their absence become engaged in war
      with the government, their journeys home were fraught with other mishaps and difficulties. They often had to make
      long detours, to pass through areas where there were still few or no white settlers. Thus one day, a company of
      22 returning Bassuto of Sekukuni, a chief, who at that time was engaged in war with the government, but has now
      been conquered, arrived at my place.10 When they left the diamond fields, they numbered 26. Because
      of the war, they had made a great detour to the west of the country. Only 22 arrived here; 4 had succumbed to
      thirst.
    


    
      For three days, they had not found a drop of water in the scorching heat of the sun; on the fourth day, they
      dispersed to look for some again. By evening, they had found water, but four of the seekers were missing, for
      whom they looked in vain the whole next day and who were given up as having died of thirst.
    


    
      The way home of he who travels along a straight road is now far more pleasant than the way there. The clothes,
      the many blankets and money protect him better from cold and hunger. His acquired cattle, which he drives in
      front of him, refresh his soul, his purchased dog is his hope, as he is to be of great use to him later on the
      hunt. If the sun burns too hot by day, the carrying of his burden is much lighter by night, even the cattle also
      walk better, when they have rested during the heat of the sun. The stars, which are already known to the Mossuto
      from his home country, are his guide at parting and crossways and, despite the burden and hindrances, he arrives
      in his home country in no more days than he needed for his journey there [to the diamond fields].
    


    
      The cow is probably the first item on which the eyes rest of those to whom the returning one comes home and,
      after it has been thoroughly gazed at, it is time to greet their loved ones. If granted the opportunity, after
      the welcome, to witness the unpacking of the riches of a thrifty worker, we would see before our eyes the glitter
      and glory unfold for the Mossuto, which entices the hopeful bystanders and young men to also embark quite soon on
      such a working journey.
    


    
      Among the things we find, as mentioned above, the gun, further gunpowder, lead, [explosive] caps, an American
      axe, some sleeping blankets, a dress, trousers, colourful shirts, a hat; maybe a pair of shoes, a white or quite
      colourful umbrella and other bagatelles. The remaining money we most probably don’t get to see.
    


    
      After this feast for the eyes, the returning one unfortunately has to consider the country’s father, the chief of
      the tribe. The latter must be greeted and the grace would be withdrawn from him who would not appear or appeared
      with empty hands. It is an old, long-known law that ‘from someone who has brought two head of cattle, one must be
      given to the chief; if it is a cow, the first calf born lawfully belongs to the royal cattle kraal’. From the
      earned money, at least one pound sterling has to flow into the treasury of the king, even of the bagatelles the
      worker has earned, one part is to serve to satisfy the greed of the chief or still to help to increase it. Just
      how many diamonds, which have been appropriated by the workers unlawfully and were then given to the chief, to
      find favour from the same and may now be in the hands of such rulers who had formerly put capital punishment on
      theft, can easily be deduced from the following incident.
    


    
      When Sekukuni was captured during the attack on the capital city by the British and assistant troops, so many
      diamonds were found with him, that a six-to-eight-inch-high vessel, whose thickness was not disclosed to me,
      however, was filled, which had all been brought to him at his wish by the workers from the diamond fields.
    


    
      When it was said, however, that the Mossuto became a completely different person in the diamond fields, even his
      new name was reminiscent thereof; there he had acquired another one, because to the In the
      turbulent and dangerous nineteenth-century world, the major incentive to travelling from the interior to the Cape
      was to buy guns, which were relatively cheap and available – especially at the diamond fields.
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        Figure 3.2
      


      
        Artist unrecorded Southern Africa c. Nineteenth century
      


      
        Spoons with handles carved in the shape of flintlock rifles Wood poker work 35 × 11.2 cm and 33.3 ×
        11.9 × 12 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 3.3
      


      
        Artist unrecorded, Southern Africa Knife with sheath carved in the shape of a rifle c. Nineteenth
        century
      


      
        Wood poker work 82.7 × 10.5 × 2.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      European, who was not knowledgeable about the language of the Bassuto, the
      foreign name of the Mossuto with mostly three or also more syllables, was strange, incomprehensible and therefore
      also difficult to pronounce. The otherwise meaningful Nakedi e fsietsche leschaka (skunk has swept out
      the cattle kraal) has simply changed into a ‘Booi’ = Boy; a Mamonyamakoba (the mother of the mother of
      Koba, the chief of the village) becomes a ‘Jak’ or ‘Jim’; a Ngoanaoatutumda (the child who shivers) has
      been made an ‘April’ or ‘September’.
    


    
      In order for all not to become Boois, Jaks, Jims and so that they can be distinguished, extraordinary names are
      given to others: ‘Be greeted, Diamond!’ one of my people addressed another one who had come to us. ‘Oh, yes!’
      came the reply of Diamond, but who immediately posed the question: ‘Where is Woolbag?’ Diamond would hardly have
      acquired his name due to his inner contents, while the name of Woolbag could possibly have originated from the
      clumsiness or ineptitude of its bearer. However, all returning ones are pleased when they receive another name in
      addition to their former name, by which they are called by the whites.
    


    
      He who has become a ‘man’ through the acquired gun, now aims to get a wife; to this end, the cow and also the
      money are to serve him. The price for a wife is up to ten head of cattle. Originally every piece should be a head
      of cattle, but these days any piece, which is to make up the total, is accepted, even if the beast is only a goat
      or a sheep. In the land of expensive wives, the money of a suitor also has to be produced and cattle bought with
      it, or the journey to the diamond fields has to be undertaken anew, if he does not want to die unmarried.
    


    
      Even believing family fathers often go to work to provide for the maintenance of his family. With civilisation,
      the needs also grow.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Despite the many hardships and dangers involved in the long journeys they undertook, these groups of men drew on
      forms of organisation rooted in their own societies. They could make their own decisions about when to stay and
      when to go. Their freedom from control by government officials, mine-owners and recruiting agencies gave them
      considerable bargaining power and helped to keep their wages relatively high. But, as the other chapters in this
      volume show, by the end of the century, their room for manoeuvre was being steadily whittled away and the
      camaraderie and autonomy that characterised their ‘wandering’ was supplanted, at least in part, by systems of
      recruitment designed to break their spirits and prepare them to accept industrial discipline.
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      Migrant workers from Mpondoland have been characterised as traditionalist and
      fiercely attached to their rural homes. Yet mineworkers from this area came into the national news in August 2012
      as both strikers and victims of the shootings at Marikana Platinum Mine. Of the 45 people killed at Marikana, 30
      came from Mpondoland and nearby districts of the Eastern Cape/former Transkei. Their deaths raise questions about
      their history and their politics. While it is important not to ethnicise a diverse segment of the South African
      workforce, or the strikes themselves, I suggest that a sense of collective identity has, in part, shaped their
      experiences of migration over the long term.
    


    
      Labour migrancy and the rural economy
    


    
      Historians have analysed different patterns of migrant labour in southern Africa, but it is still difficult to
      distinguish the forms of consciousness and organisation that arose amongst specific groups and networks of
      migrants. Migrants from Mpondoland were, in part, distinctive because the Mpondo chiefdom was, in 1894, amongst
      the last to be annexed in South Africa as a whole. They were not conquered by force, lost little of their land to
      settlers and were pushed into wage labour at a later stage than other African societies. Most families maintained
      access to arable plots, as well as grazing for their livestock, until far into the twentieth century. Since the
      region is blessed with high rainfall, smallholder agriculture was relatively effective, at least until the 1960s.
      Mpondoland comprised only 7 of the 26 old Transkeian districts (the number rose to 28 in the 1970s when the
      homeland was consolidated). Yet although they were sometimes categorised as Xhosa in the homeland era, Mpondo
      people retained their identity, as well as separate paramount chiefs and regional political authorities.
    


    
      Until the 1960s, Mpondo migrants characteristically worked underground on the gold mines and as cane-cutters in
      the Natal sugar fields.1 In general terms, their experience differed from rural
      isiZulu-speakers to the north, who tended to avoid long phases of underground work and cane-cutting; they worked
      in mills or migrated to Durban or Johannesburg. Those to the south, in the western Transkeian and Ciskeian
      districts, gravitated more to the Cape ports, working on the docks and in a wide range of urban employment. Bhaca
      workers from Mount Frere, neighbouring Mpondoland, specialised for some decades in night-soil removal and
      municipal employment in Durban and on the Witwatersrand.
    


    
      Numbers of workers migrating annually from the seven (old) districts increased from about 2 000 in 1896 to 10 000
      in 1910, to 20 000 in 1921 and 30 000 in the 1936 census. By then, roughly two-thirds worked on the mines and
      most of the rest – especially younger men – in the sugar fields. By the 1930s, more than 40 per cent of men
      between the ages of 15 and 45 were absent from their homes for work annually. As workers tended not to migrate
      every year, long-distance migrancy had become an experience general to most men in Mpondoland. Initially, many
      mine migrants accepted prepayment from labour agents in livestock, thus ensuring that the bulk of their earnings
      never left home (and could potentially reproduce while they were away). Although this was abolished on the mines
      in 1910 because it was linked with desertion, advance payments remained available from some sugar recruiters.
      Mgeyana Ngumlaba told me in 1977:
    


    
      I never put my foot in school. I never saw a school here in Msikaba in those days. The church was not here … It
      was joyin’inkomo [recruiting with cattle] at that time. You used to get a beast from Mr Strachan … and
      then go forward. This was done after East Coast fever and these are the cattle we got after East Coast fever. I
      went to the sugar fields … before getting married in 1920. I preferred to go to the sugar rather than the mines
      [as] … I could join and get a beast … I worked six months for a young heifer [itoli] … I went to the sugar fields because I wanted a beast … There was an Indian foreman who was in
      charge of us and he beat us. That is how it was in those days. My intention was to get that beast. I was not
      interested in what was happening to me.2
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        Figure 4.1
      


      
        Monica Hunter Xhosa miners back from the mines playing cards 1932
      


      
        Wits Museum of Ethnology Photography Collection, Wits Art Museum
      

    


    
      The advance system and testimonies such as the one above led me to argue that many men from the region initially
      saw the migrant labour system as a means of accumulating livestock, paying part of their bride-wealth and
      building their rural homesteads. In fact, Mgeyana later returned to the sugar fields, taking cash contracts that
      provided a better deal. He avoided the mines because he felt the contracts were too long: I only went away five
      times. I bought cattle with the money from the sugar fields. The cattle were cheap in those days … I bought nine
      and also got other cattle that were paid … as bride-wealth for my sisters. I bought clothes for my sisters and
      bought blankets for my father. I bought saddles and bridles. I was wearing blankets myself. I bought a plough
      from the money from the sugar fields. I came back here and got married and got fields but I was working first on
      my father’s fields … I am the man who buried my father. I have always got enough mealies [maize] to keep my
      family ... My father did not drink tea; those things have just come now.
    


    
      Migrancy became embedded in the expectations of young men. I once asked an old
      headman, Meje Ngalonkulu, who was more than 90 years old when I interviewed him in 1982, ‘Could you not loan
      cattle?’3 ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but I did not want to.’ Loaning cattle also carried risks and
      responsibilities because a portion of the increase had to be paid back. ‘However rich the father was, the son
      must go out to work,’ he said. ‘Even if the father could pay the bride-wealth in full?’ I asked. ‘Well that was
      not the practice when the sons started to work,’ he responded. ‘The father must help, but the sons must pay
      some.’ He had bought cattle from other people and paid seven for his bride-wealth, to which his father added
      four. Thus earnings from migrant labour were gradually incorporated into the very reproduction of the homesteads.
      The amount paid in bride-wealth also increased: ‘Before it was two or three, but when people started going to
      work, it was 10 or 12 – and this was for ordinary people.’4
    


    
      Even by the 1940s, when men were taking more regular contracts on the mines, Native Recruiting Corporation
      records show that 45 per cent of recruits from Mpondoland deferred their pay in full and 60–70 per cent of the
      total earned by recruits from these districts was repatriated. Earnings from migrant labour were important for
      family subsistence, but also helped to sustain the rural economy through investment in livestock and arable
      production. Migrancy became necessary for most families, in order to pay taxes and purchase what became seen as
      necessities. However, contrary to some early analyses that saw migrancy as symptomatic of the collapse of rural
      production, evidence suggests that there was initially a positive, rather than inverse relationship between wage
      income and smallholder output.
    


    
      We can explore this in two ways – as an aggregate and with respect to individual homesteads.
    


    
      In Table 4.1, the 1914 figure shows
      cattle herds devastated by East Coast fever, but by 1932, numbers had reached 521 000 – almost certainly at an
      all-time high. Booming livestock numbers, facilitated by dipping against tick-borne diseases, coincided closely
      with the rise in migration. Cattle prices were low at this time, so wages went further if invested in livestock.
      Production of maize (Table 4.2) also
      doubled in the early decades of the twentieth century, so that 1939 (at 810 000 bags) was probably the all-time
      peak year.
    


    
      In the aggregate, the standard of living for Transkeian families, especially in the Mpondoland districts,
      probably improved until the 1930s. The positive relationship between migrant earnings and agricultural production
      continued until the 1960s – and possibly longer. Although aggregate production probably then declined, surveys
      emphasise the continuing link between wage income and investment in agriculture for individual homesteads. In
      Tsolo in 1976, families earning above R40 per month cultivated three times more land than those earning R10–20
      and they also got slightly higher yields; similar correlations were found in Matatiele and in Libode in the
      1980s.5 Since the 1990s, however, this relationship seems to have broken down for arable
      production, even in wealthier homesteads.
    


    
      Migrant identities, rural families and associational life
    


    
      In Going for Gold, Dunbar Moodie attempted to identify different ‘migrant cultures’ on the mines, based
      on interviews conducted in the 1970s. He records that ‘miners from other groups talk of the proverbial stinginess
      of the Mpondo’, who were there ‘on business’.6 Following
      the analysis of Philip and Iona Mayer of the relative ‘encapsulation’ of traditionalist migrant workers in East
      London, Moodie argued that his Mpondo interviewees shared a ‘commitment to the independence and satisfactions of
      patriarchal proprietorship over a rural homestead’ and that this ‘implied resistance to proletarianisation’.
      Their social and economic base in the rural areas remained a priority and manhood ‘was achieved essentially in
      presiding justly, wisely, and generously over an umzi, or rural homestead’.7
    


    
      
        Table 4.1 Average cattle holdings in seven Mpondoland
        districts
      


      
        
          
            	Year

            	Number of cattle
          


          
            	1904 census

            	135 000 (still recovering from Rinderpest)
          


          
            	1911 census

            	280 000
          


          
            	1914

            	76 000 (after East Coast fever)
          


          
            	1910s

            	127 000 (number of figures =5)
          


          
            	1920s

            	312 000 (n=10)
          


          
            	1930s

            	500 000 (n=10)
          


          
            	1940s

            	453 000 (n=10)
          


          
            	1950s

            	401 000 (n=10)
          


          
            	1960s

            	400 000 (n=3 – published series ceases after 1963)
          

        
      

    


    
      
        Table 4.2 Average maize production in seven Mpondoland districts
      


      
        
          
            	Year

            	Number of bags of maize
          


          
            	1920s

            	545 000 bags (n=7)
          


          
            	1930s

            	544 000 bags (n=7)
          


          
            	1940s

            	542 000 bags (n=4)
          


          
            	1950s

            	499 000 bags (n=10)
          


          
            	1960s

            	627 000 bags (n=5)
          

        
      


      
        Source: Figures taken from the Census, Agricultural Census and Transkeian Territories General Council reports
      

    


    
      Migrants from Mpondoland, however, also absorbed cultural practices and
      patterns of masculinity forged in underground work and the compounds that, in some respects, mitigated the
      harshness of conditions on the mines. They were known for their clannish behaviour and assertiveness. When I
      conducted interviews in the 1970s, I was not especially looking for such material, but it was sometimes
      forthcoming. Xatsha Cingo remembered: ‘The Mpondo were in their own rooms; the Xhosa lived separately. It was all
      right as long as a man was Mpondo, it did not matter if he was from Nyandeni [Western Mpondoland] but no Xhosa
      were allowed. We were not on good terms.’8 The language
      of difference between Mpondo and Xhosa on the mines was often remembered as focusing on circumcision. In the
      nineteenth century, the Mpondo, as in the case of the Zulu kings, abolished male circumcision, which remained
      central to most African societies in the region. Lionel Mathandabuzo from Lusikisiki recollected that ‘when they
      go to the mines, they meet with the Xhosas and they are insulted as boys.’9 Leonard
      Mdingi, from Bizana, worked for four contracts on the mines in the 1940s and blamed employers for the strength of
      ethnic identity. But he recognised the sense of difference: ‘When the Xhosas speak of Pondos as boys, the Pondos
      don’t take it seriously. Because the Xhosas want the Pondos to adopt their customs and the Pondos don’t want
      that.’10
    


    
      Moodie analysed the way that collective action by miners in the compounds enabled them to forge some space and
      influence over their lives. These solidarities could also result in conflict and Mpondo workers were perceived to
      have a predisposition to violence. Mdingi recalled:
    


    
      Mostly these fights took place this way. A group of Pondos, Sunday they go out beer-drinking. And now when they
      come back they meet a group of Basutos. And the Basutos attack the Pondos. They hit them hard. Some Pondos go to
      hospital, and others run away … when these Pondos come back, heads bleeding and all that, they hear that the
      Basutos have done this. Now the Pondos … they start arming, and attack the Basutos. Not the Basutos who did this
      but all the Basutos … The thing starts up.
    


    
      A minority of workers were drawn into the gangs spawned by compounds and prisons. From the 1920s until the 1940s,
      the Mpondo-based Isitshozi were seen as particularly violent.11 Keith
      Breckenridge suggests that they probably amalgamated first in Cinderella prison and then established themselves
      in the nearby East Rand Propriety Mine compound, which drew in many workers from Mpondoland. Cinderella was a
      major receptacle for African workers convicted on the East Rand and became known for gangs. While part of the
      gang’s criminal activity was aimed at the city beyond the compounds, breaking into houses and mine concession
      stores, it drew on the resources of the compound. The Isitshozi copied a hierarchy of posts from the earlier
      Ninevites organisation that developed in the Rand’s prisons – General, Judge, Landdrost, Captain, Sergeant and
      Corporal. Loyalty and discipline were central and gang members were able to gain access to compound resources and
      homosexual relationships through violence and the threat of violence. Their favoured weapon was a sharpened rock
      drill. Some members conceived the Isitshozi as necessary for protection against other gangs, such as the
      Sotho-dominated Russians, who in turn saw Mpondo gangs as a threat. In this period, they seem to have contributed
      to ethnic tension on the mines.
    


    
      Dangerous and difficult work produced a strong sense of camaraderie and underground teams often cut across ethnic
      identities. But, after their shifts, miners went back to the compounds. At weekends ‘mine workers travelled all
      over the Witwatersrand on foot and by train, visiting, eating and sleeping with friends from home at other
      compounds’.12 From their vantage point, ethnic networks were a means of socialising, as well as a
      route to protection. Moodie explores the differences, in migrants’ minds, between waged work for Europeans and work for the homestead. In his and other analyses, work for the homestead is
      generally seen as more positive. Migrants had to find ways of amalgamating both experiences towards the larger
      goal of building a rural base.
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        Figure 4.2
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        Native Pondo tribesmen recruits for Johannesburg gold mines waiting next to passenger train as they prepare
        to embark at railroad station, Umtata, Transkei 1932
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      We should, however, be cautious about romanticising the umzi and the relationships within it. Wages from
      migrant labour gave younger men the opportunity to establish their independence earlier, both in spatial and
      personal terms. The scale of evidence about youths escaping parental control from the 1920s to the 1940s suggests
      that by no means all were migrating as part of a collective endeavour to support their homesteads. Some young
      men, at least, wished to get away from family labour. Mcetywa Mjomi recalled: ‘It was very easy to join in those
      days. Boys ran away from herding cattle. They were doing it without the permission of their parents – who were
      complaining about it. Sugar recruiters would approach them and would send someone to collect the
      boys.’13 This term ‘ran away from herding’ came up quite frequently in my interviews. It
      could be demanding work and though it was usually shared in a group, it was unpaid and punishment could be meted
      out if livestock were lost or injured. African homestead heads in more traditionalist districts assumed that
      child labour was available for their use: ‘We require our boys to herd our stock, yet they can run away from us
      by doing this.’14 Phatho Madikizela recalled of his youth in the 1940s:
    


    
      I had to hide away because I was running away from school … I thought I would be rich in no time if I left school
      and went to work. When I arrived there [Tongaat], I had to clean the stables where the mules were kept. I liked
      that work because it was not hard. When I returned my father was angry.15
    


    
      Alfred Qabula, later a trade unionist, wrote of his childhood in Mpondoland during the 1940s:
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        Figure 4.3
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        Migrant workers returning from the gold mines Date unrecorded
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      As a child I was taught to respect my elders, the hard way … You see my parents did not just give us a good
      hiding. They would almost kill us if we did something wrong. Our father was a very strict man. He was a miner at
      Egoli and loved his drink, and he had a very short temper … All I remember is his horse and his horse’s gallop.
      Though I can’t remember what I had done wrong I can still recall all those days when he was chasing me on
      horseback: to kill me, I thought.16
    


    
      In his case, he remembered herding more positively, as a social pastime:
    


    
      It was fun to be a herdboy, we loved the fights and the adventures in the wild. That is where we got to know the
      heroes of childhood. We used to know that so and so is an expert at stickfighting, so and so is a coward, and so
      and so can’t defend himself.
    


    
      Yet this mix between demanding elders and relative freedom, as well as strong and rather discrete youth associations, may help to explain why youths rebelled against working for the homestead.
      There are contemporary echoes, in that young men now avoid work in agriculture and even in herding, despite high
      unemployment and the availability of land. It appears that waged work was sometimes, both then and especially
      now, seen in a more positive light than work for the homestead.
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        Figure 4.4
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      An earlier generation of studies on the migrant labour system judged it not only as coerced, but also highly
      destructive of families.17 In many senses, this view is justified. However, a qualification
      should be made. In pre-colonial times, people generally lived as part of large three-generational homesteads that
      could include clusters of married men and their wives. While migrancy in the first half of the twentieth century
      did not destroy these institutions, wages gave sons the option of moving out of homesteads earlier and the units
      of settlement almost certainly declined in size. In certain respects, migrancy helped to form more nuclear
      families – though men from the same patrilineage still often tried to settle close by.
    


    
      A further qualification to the idea that rural social life was breaking down may be found in some of the rural
      associations that emerged during the period when migrant labour was at its height. These could be analysed as
      evincing the destructive impact of labour migration, but the people I interviewed generally articulated a
      positive sense of their group experiences. Traditionalist youth associations had long been a central element in
      socialisation. In the 1930s, when migrancy from the area reached its first crescendo, a new men’s organisation
      took shape. The indlavini (youth associations, tightly organised in hierarchical, male-only, gang-like
      groups) probably derived their name from the word for bravado – although some also thought it was associated with
      their unusual dress.18 Whereas previously, all youth in a particular locality joined the
      traditionalist bhungu or nombola groups that arranged many social events for young women as
      well as men, only a limited number became indlavini. They distinguished themselves by virtue of their
      education (generally above Standard 2), their dress and their discipline. Traditionalist youths wore blankets, at
      least for major social occasions, but indlavini adopted shirts and wide bell-bottom trousers.
    


    
      The indlavini groups demanded loyalty and developed a hierarchy with a leader, second in command,
      policemen, spies and a secretary. While they met regularly by themselves and away from village settlements, they
      descended on rural events, disrupting weddings and asserting their interest in local women. Essentially a rural
      association, they also organised leisure time for their adherents on the mines. Probably at their height in the
      1950s and 1960s, they were a distinct presence for half a century, finally fading in the 1980s when urban
      influences increasingly suffused Mpondoland.
    


    
      Alongside the indlavini, at much the same time, from the 1930s to the 1980s, amatshawe
      (beer-brewing and drinking) associations spread through Mpondoland. They included both women and men, but not
      husbands and wives. Although the general evidence suggests that most migrant men were intent on building
      homesteads, not all were able to do so. Some died on the mines or sugar fields, some deserted or moved into urban
      townships. As a consequence, wives were left behind. We should also accept that wives had agency. There had long
      been social routes through which women could return to their parental homesteads, or even establish small
      homesteads themselves. Left for long periods, or annoyed when their husbands took second wives, they could and
      did leave marriages or start new relationships. The term itshawe seems to have been used in the 1930s to
      mean such a woman in Mpondoland. It was possibly derived from the word umtsha, referring to young men as
      lovers. The plural of this word came to mean the collectivity of such women and men – an association with
      distinct practices. The women were also referred to as amadhikazi, a social category in Mpondoland and
      beyond, which included those who had formerly married, or at least were mothers, but without husbands. They
      provided the backbone of the amatshawe beer-brewing groups.
    


    
      The amatshawe met at weekends, sometimes from Saturday afternoon until
      Monday morning. Married women were generally not allowed to attend, but migrant and married men were key to the
      organisation. Sorghum/maize beer was brewed for sale, food cooked, singing and dancing organised and there was an
      opportunity for relationships to develop. Amatshawe in the countryside offered women who were no longer
      married the chance of access to migrant workers’ earnings. Monica Hunter noted that in 1931–1932, ‘the class of
      amadikazi in Pondoland is very large, and practically every married man has his special friend among
      them’.19 Another anthropologist was told in 1939: ‘The number of amatshawe is growing by the
      day, and if it goes on as it does at present, the number of amatshawe will soon be greater than the number of
      married women’.20 When I was interviewing in 1988, one older woman suggested that
      during her lifetime, the number of amadhikazi outgrew the number of wives in Lusikisiki district.
    


    
      The amatshawe also developed a hierarchy of posts, mainly occupied by men. Each local group boasted a
      president, magistrate or judge, policeman and doctor. They supervised the parties, controlled admissions, kept
      the peace, organised floats to buy supplies and ensured fair distribution of proceeds. Women could be ‘doctors’:
      one of the duties of such ‘doctors’ was to control the quality of the beer. While it may seem that
      amatshawe were marginalised women, some saw the association as an opportunity. Nomadenga Dingi in Bizana
      joined at the age of 43 when her husband died; the homestead was taken over by her husband’s younger brother, who
      chased her out and kept her cattle. ‘This was the first time I felt really free and enjoyed myself,’ she
      recalled.21 Qabula notes: ‘They did not fight anyone. They only lived for fun.’22 Perhaps an appropriate description would be a society of drinkers and lovers.
      Mpondoland was, comparatively speaking and over the long term, a society of sexual freedom – a freedom weighted
      in favour of men, but where women also participated and took agency.
    


    
      Such amatshawe were amongst the early women migrants to the sugar fields. Hlubi Phutuma, who worked
      there from the 1940s to the 1960s, recalled them at Sizela, one of the major estates on the south coast: ‘There
      were amadhikazi from Pondoland who had piece jobs, togt (day labour) jobs. They were accommodated in the
      Zulu locations. They held the itshawe in the compounds.’23 Nobelungu
      Genuza went to Natal around 1949 to Nkosibomvu, an Mpondo-dominated compound at Tongaat: ‘They really had
      itshawe. Not many Zulu came because they were afraid of Mpondo and they couldn’t understand the
      songs.’24 Mangenqe Somi had been married only a few years when both her husband and his
      parents died. In 1960, she went to the sugar estates with two children: ‘I did not stay hoeing cane for very
      long, but switched to brewing beer and joined the amatshawe.’25
    


    
      Mass migrancy was, in many senses, a socially fragmenting experience. Despite a degree of agrarian stability, the
      low wage regime and growing population gradually intensified poverty. Yet these and other associations provided
      routes by which people could collectively manage and negotiate these forces. They reinforced a sense of identity
      that seems to have been sharpened by conditions and encounters on the mines and sugar estates. Arguably, migrancy
      also intensified violence in aspects of rural life, both between groups of men and between men and women. Mpondo
      men came to be seen by others as violent, though there was not a uniform collective identity. Gangs and male
      associations grew alongside amatshawe, traditionalist groups and churches.
    


    
      Durban, politics and Marikana
    


    
      Even into the 1950s, when migrancy to the mines and sugar fields was dominant, patterns were never entirely
      uniform. Men (and increasingly women) from the same rural districts went to work in a range of different places.
      Leonard Mdingi from Bizana left the mines after four contracts and found work through a contact in a Durban
      factory in 1949. He found living in the SJ Smith compound ‘quite different’
      from the mines; ‘we were just together … Zulus, Shangaans’.26 But
      patterns of migration became more diverse in the 1960s. Some people moved out of Mpondoland to Durban to escape
      government repression, following the rebellion of 1960. At the same time, industry and employment opportunities
      expanded rapidly on the southern side of Durban. In a sample of 676 formally employed workers in Durban at the
      end of the 1970s, 242 were from Transkei, mostly from the Mpondoland districts.27 Many lived
      in hostels, but there was massive growth of informal settlements around Durban and Pietermaritzburg from about
      1979 onwards, as the pass laws broke down.
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        Figure 4.5
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      Established residents sometimes resented the newcomers and this triggered one of the single most devastating
      incidents of violence in South Africa during the 1980s. Vigilantes linked to Inkatha in the Umbumbulu Tribal
      Authority on the southern rim of the Durban metropolitan area attacked an informal settlement largely occupied by
      Transkeians and more than 100 people were killed in December/January 1985–1986. Thousands of shacks were razed to
      the ground. The local Zulu chief said: ‘The Zulu wanted first option on the jobs in the area, and on the water
      and the land … The Zulus said that the Pondos were killing the Zulus, as the Pondos were stealing Zulu’s
      jobs.’28
    


    
      A number of the factories were already unionised by the new unions, which acted as a partial counterweight to the
      ethnic tensions. Over the longer term, the relationship between more traditionalist migrant workers from areas
      such as Mpondoland and unionism has been complex. Moodie suggests that workers from Mpondoland were largely
      peripheral to the 1946 mine strike. But there have been many routes out of the area. Both Oliver Tambo and Winnie
      Madikizela-Mandela came from Bizana district (now part of the OR Tambo district municipality). Individual migrant
      workers from the area became politicised. When Leonard Mdingi was living in SJ Smith compound, Durban, he was
      drawn into the Defiance Campaign, the African National Congress (ANC) and the South African Congress of Trade
      Unions (Sactu). He played an important role in linking the leaders of the Mpondo revolt to the Durban ANC in 1960
      and operated underground for many years. Alfred Qabula joined the ANC Youth League when he was at school in
      Flagstaff in 1959. After getting a job at the Dunlop factory in Durban in 1974, he became a key shop steward and
      a public poet for the unions. He specifically adapted praise poetry away from its connection with chieftaincy,
      ‘praising my brothers and sisters in the factories and shops, mines and farms’.29 Hoyce
      Phundulu, politicised by repression in the former Transkei, worked from 1976 to 1994 as a clerk at
      Hartebeestfontein Gold Mine and led the struggle to get the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) recognition.
      Workers from Mpondoland in Natal tended to sympathise with the United Democratic Front (UDF) during the 1980s.
      This fed into the conflicts with Inkatha in the Umbumbulu area and the unions were not sufficiently established
      or influential to contain them.
    


    
      A number of workers from Mpondoland continued to migrate to the gold mines, even when rural recruiting slowed in
      the 1980s and the explosive growth of platinum provided new opportunities on the Rand. By 2012, platinum mines
      employed 180 000 workers in all and to a greater extent than with the gold mines, workers organised their own
      networks and transport. Those from Mpondoland (and others) who had long experience underground established
      themselves as rock-drill operators on some platinum mines, such as Lonmin’s Marikana. In their book on the August
      2012 strike and police killings, Peter Alexander et al. suggest that ‘most Lonmin workers were oscillating male
      migrants from Pondoland’.30 This probably refers to the 3 000 rock-drill operators who led the
      strike.
    


    
      There is evidence that the long-distance migrants from the Eastern Cape were experiencing particular pressures
      and reacted with unusual collective solidarity that went beyond union membership. The platinum mines were not
      particularly concerned to house their workers in compounds and they offered small living-out allowances, which
      increased the cash income of migrants and seem to have been attractive to them.
      As the surrounding towns offered no cheap housing, many ended up living in shacks. Gavin Hartford argues that the
      spiralling costs of maintaining these second, urban homes – including urban girlfriends and dependents – in part,
      drove migrants to strike. He speaks specifically of workers from the ‘Pondoland villages of Lusikisiki and
      Flagstaff’ – although it is not clear whether he has interviewed such workers directly.31
    


    
      Micah Reddy’s recent interviews with Transkeian migrants on the platinum mines suggest that most of them still
      remain committed primarily to their rural homes.32 Even if
      their urban homes are not the key problem, the rates of unemployment in rural districts are such that ‘migrants
      are … seen as monied men and are obliged to act as providers in their community. Their wages are stretched thin
      as they fend for their many dependents and plough what they can afford into educating future
      generations.’33 Big social events, such as funerals, are also a drain on migrant wages and my
      interviews in a rural Mpondoland village (2008–2012) indicate that while there is little communal action in
      agricultural production any longer, such collective consumption is common.34 The cost of
      food in the rural areas spiralled in the period before the strikes, as global maize prices doubled in the two
      years before August 2012. Food costs are no longer significantly reduced by local arable farming. The major
      investment in rural villages tends to be in buildings, education and livestock, rather than crop-production.
    


    
      The strikes at Marikana emerged from complex causes, not least of which were the differential wage settlements
      reached by other companies that triggered dissatisfaction among rock-drill operators working at Lonmin mines.
      Unlike the gold mines, platinum companies had not attempted to negotiate industry-wide agreements. Urban costs
      and the lack of services for the shack settlements around the mines undoubtedly fed into discontent at a time of
      rising street protests. Rock-drill operators started to desert the NUM, seeing its leadership as too close
    


    
      A Long Way Home to the mining industry, too self-interested and too committed to complex negotiation of
      stratified wages. Some joined the new Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union, in the hope of finding
      more militant representatives who were closer to the miners. The strike, however, was organised by neither union.
      It was the solidarities of the migrant workers, perhaps partly drawing on rural and ethnic identities, as well as
      common experiences at work, that seem to have given them collective momentum. Commentators note that miners
      recalled the hill committees of the Mpondo revolt when they retreated to a rocky outcrop near Marikana. They
      supported a flat-rate wage increase across a range of different work categories. This suggests solidarities that
      were not born directly from the NUM.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      The early phases of radical historiography emphasised the drama of industrialisation, dispossession and the
      successful wrenching of a labour force from a declining peasantry. Migrant labour was seen to be a particularly
      exploitative system. This view was modified by those writing on discrete rural areas who were struck by rural
      resilience and the reinvestment of wages into homesteads. Proletarianisation had been incomplete; African rural
      communities retained some of their cultural identity. From the vantage point of the early twenty-first century,
      the scale of urbanisation and the transformation of the rural areas must be accepted as overwhelmingly important
      features of South African history. But there remain some striking continuities. Investment in rural houses and,
      to some degree, in livestock persists and events at Marikana suggest that the rurally based solidarities of
      migrant workers from Mpondoland and neighbouring districts, though very different from those prior to the 1960s,
      are still discernible.
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      The family of the old chief Matshana kaMondisa in Zululand quarrelled bitterly
      at the end of the nineteenth century. Their disagreements upset his amaSithole followers and his hallowed
      homestead, known as Sigedhleni.1 It once accommodated sacred war rituals of the umXhapho regiment,
      which annihilated the white enemy at the Battle of Isandlwana in January 1879.2 After the
      Anglo-Zulu War, Sigedhleni continued to serve as the amaSithole capital on the north side of the Thukela River in
      Nkandla division.3 By 1903, rumours were circulating that ‘ukuxabana noyise’,
      a ‘rift with father’ in the Mondisa lineage, had prompted a legal showdown. Such acrimony exposed the
      opportunities and perils of migrant labour in Zululand, a territory incorporated by the Natal Colony two decades
      after British troops finally defeated the Zulu kingdom in July 1879.
    


    
      The contexts
    


    
      The ‘rift with father’ stemmed from mutual antagonism between Matshana, a polygamist, and his son Ugudhla, the
      only boy born to Nomvimbi, an Indhlunkulu (Great hut) wife. She exercised influence in Sigedhleni by
      preparing her daughters to wed Zulu nobility, sealing alliances between her husband’s lineage and this renowned
      dynasty of Africa. Nomvimbi also promoted the ambitions of her son, welcoming Ugudhla’s wife and enlarging his
      herd with cattle bride-wealth, ilobolo, which she received for her nubile daughters. As a newlywed
      residing at home, Ugudhla wrangled with Matshana over property and the nuptial prospects of Nomvimbi’s daughters.
      The younger contender felt entitled to decide family matters because his earnings from the Transvaal mines had
      saved his mother and her household from hardship.4 Ugudhla had
      acquired his wealth through South Africa’s burgeoning capitalist order. His income symbolised a different route
      to traditional power, a path of mobility taken by young men who embraced opportunities afforded the ‘migrant
      kings’ of Zululand.5
    


    
      The outward movement of itinerant labourers disrupted domestic dynamics but it did not signal the collapse of
      homesteads. Since Iron Age settlement, the homestead represented a portable model of family reproduction and
      subsistence production, even after fratricidal successions in the Zulu kingdom spurred entire chieftaincies to
      relocate.6 Homesteads endured because they adapted to momentous change, particularly when
      foreign newcomers implemented heavy taxes and compulsory isibhalo (public work) demands. By the late
      nineteenth century, family patriarchs handled different political externalities, as well. They no longer paid
      homage and tribute (ukukhonza) to the autonomous house of Shaka. Instead, they paid deference and taxes
      (ukuthela) to the intrusive government of Somsewu – the Zulu name for the Secretary for Native Affairs
      (SNA), Theophilus Shepstone.7
    


    
      Household relationships evolved, too, with life cycles in continual motion. While in the past, juniors, such as
      Ugudhla, attained seniority gradually through ageing or abruptly through ceremony, an emerging economic process
      came to modify social advancement. Industrial wage work, as opposed to Zulu regimental service, offered a means
      to higher rank through individual initiative.8 As the
      breadwinner, Ugudhla paid his mother’s debts, particularly her hut tax. He fulfilled an obligation recognised by
      magistrates as a senior patriarchal prerogative. In 1903, the Natal colony doubled the hut tax on homesteads
      occupying Crown land, compelling fathers in southern Zululand to borrow from ruthless moneylenders.9 Ugudhla had obtained cash, too, but he was in a better position, arguably, to manage
      his finances. His line of credit extended to wage employment, rather than a loan shark. When flushed with income,
      Ugudhla elevated his position through traditional custom (for example, cattle acquisitions) and colonial
      procedure (for example, tax payments), without having to rely on his father.
    


    
      Thus money also widened the ‘rift with father’, as Ugudhla and other migrants pocketed earnings previously set
      aside for a ‘common purse’ controlled by male elders.10 The junior
      men spent such withheld income on cattle (ilobolo) and emergency provisions. In addition, they used
      savings to pay for the hut tax in order to collect a receipt in their own name,
      much like Ugudhla, showing they were government-registered patriarchs without a ‘kraal’ or homestead. ‘The ease
      with which a refractory son could himself become a kraal head’ impressed one magistrate across the Thukela River
      from Sigedhleni. He wrote that ‘emancipation was hedged around with restrictions, but in practice all that was
      necessary was to ask to have a separate Hut Tax receipt’.11
    


    
      Prior to the ‘rift with father’, Matshana had grown weary of assertive migrants, if not their wages. Their money
      had kept some of his amaSithole followers from starvation, after a string of droughts, locust swarms and
      rinderpest decimated agriculture in the 1890s. During such deprivation, labour migrancy became the lifeline of
      homesteads. Young men such as Ugudhla literally represented ‘the Gardens that fed’.12 Even
      Matshana’s cohorts, similarly worn down by scarcity, recognised that as
    


    
      famine threatened us … we were saved by our sons. They earned the money which we have paid the Government Taxes …
      (ever since our cattle died off with rinderpest and robbed us of the only other means of acquiring money by the
      sale of cattle). And it was their hard earned money that enabled us to buy … overseas foodstuffs, [which] we
      would not have deigned to touch in former years, to keep ourselves, our wives and families alive.13
    


    
      The parties
    


    
      The Sigedhleni feud seemed destined for high drama. It revolved around a legendary protagonist: Matshana, scion
      of ‘great Jobe’ (Shaka’s ally) and confidant to Zulu kings Mpande and Cetshwayo.14 Matshana
      would be named the star defendant in Ugudhla kaMatshana kaMondisa v Matshana kaMondisa, Chief of the Sitole
      Tribe. The original suit, filed in 1903, challenged Matshana’s illustrious reputation as a hereditary
      authority with the ability to deliver resources and security to his people, particularly the ‘flesh and blood’ of
      his own homestead. Ugudhla initiated the case and paid the court fees. The legal proceedings dragged into 1905,
      concerning amaSithole followers and Natal judges.15
    


    
      Before being called to testify, Matshana had to contemplate again the consequences of white enforcers
      scrutinising his judgement. In 1858, he barely eluded mortal injury when John Shepstone attempted to arrest him
      for the murder of a man variously identified as Sidhlatiya, Sigatiya or Sikadiya. Then, young Matshana was a
      fugitive chief. He moved with an entourage of defenders armed with spears, shields and bevelled clubs, the latter
      known as amawisa or knobkerries, which doubled as ornamental staffs and lethal weapons. Shepstone
      commanded a band of gunslingers on horseback, many of them mobilised by amaHlubi chief, Langalibalele, in
      northern Natal. Among other things, they compelled Africans to build colonial infrastructure, a system of labour
      recruitment derisively dubbed isibhalo by those who hated its arduous burdens, meagre wages and
      mandatory service. Isibhalo merited its pejorative label because a white overseer registered in writing,
      ukubhala, names of people caught in the dragnet of exploitation.16
    


    
      This effort to apprehend Matshana had involved John Shepstone, brother of SNA Theophilus Shepstone, cornering and
      shooting the suspect, as if hunting game. A bullet grazed the chief as he ran into the bush. However, the mounted
      gunslingers slaughtered Matshana’s bodyguards. Two dozen people died at the scene.17 Without
      hesitation, the colony ‘outlawed Matyana [Matshana], deposed him from his chieftainship … and broke up the
      tribe’, according to David Welsh’s pioneering analysis of the episode in The Roots of Segregation: Native
      Policy in Natal (1845–1910).18
    


    
      Decades hence, accounts of this brutal attack and violent displacement circulated in colony, kingdom and beyond.
      Two isiZulu-speaking clergymen, Natal Bishop John Colenso and Reverend Canon Tönneson, investigated the 1858
      incident and published their findings of John Shepstone’s perfidious treatment of Matshana.19 Their widely disseminated History of the Matshana Enquiry,
      printed in 1875 and emblazoned only with Colenso’s name, alarmed imperialists (among them, Lord Carnarvon, Garnet
      Wolseley and Henry Bulwer) who hoped to forge a ‘civilised’ confederation of colonies and republics in southern
      Africa.20 Wolseley and Bulwer worried that the image of a just British Empire would be
      besmirched by this 282-page investigation. As a consequence, they sought a statement from the amaSithole chief
      absolving the SNA of deadly duplicity in 1858. Matshana’s pardon was urgently desired. London had promoted John
      Shepstone to Acting SNA in Natal, whilst his brother held the office of Administrator of newly annexed British
      Transvaal. When visiting officials approached Matshana, nearby Zulu regiments sounded a war ‘cry’, perhaps that
      of the umXhapho. Shielded by Cetshwayo, Matshana declined to co-operate with white authorities gathering evidence
      to try Langalibalele, the amaHlubi chief, who had failed to register the firearms his migrant followers bought at
      the Kimberley diamond fields.21 When threatened with punishment by the SNA, Langalibalele, his sons
      and their cohorts galloped into mountainous Lesotho. A colonial force pursued, crushed the Hlubi resistance in a
      Drakensberg skirmish and arraigned the rebel chief.22 With this in
      mind, the irony of Matshana’s refusal to participate in the legal flaying of his former aggressor, Langalibalele,
      could not have been more obvious.
    


    
      Thirty years later, Mpande’s royal attendant, Magidigidi kaNobede, recalled another version of the bloody
      Shepstone-Matshana encounter. Magidigidi described the indictment against Matshana who was charged with
      ‘kill[ing] a man of his own tribe’. In 1857, the deceased’s ‘wife had reported the death, so the authorities
      decided to see the spot where the man was killed’. Magidigidi believed the inspection masked another plot. What
      Matshana learned from this decision also prepared him for colonial treachery: John Shepstone’s brother planned to
      redistribute the resources of non-compliant chiefs to African authorities who obeyed SNA decrees. In particular,
      Theophilus Shepstone schemed to give ‘land at the Lenge, viz. that occupied by Matshana kaMondisa’ to his own
      headman/induna, Ngoza kaLudbana.23 Historian
      Thomas McClendon’s definitive examinations of Theophilus Shepstone’s career clarify the ways in which the colony
      ‘“read” its [African] subjects through the personal relationships formed between Shepstone’ and his personal
      advisers, such as Ngoza. Advancing the idea of James Scott’s Seeing Like a State, McClendon argues that
      the Department of Native Affairs made legible what Natal settlers thought incomprehensible – namely, the complex
      customary world of homestead and chieftaincy – thereby ceding ‘considerable power into the hands of [Shepstone’s]
      … African interlocutors’.24 From Magidigidi’s perspective, the gambit to capture Matshana
      served the same end, paying off the SNA’s sycophant. Rather than surrender, Matshana crossed the Thukela River
      with amaSithole refugees, driving livestock with him. During the exodus, he disguised himself by ‘chang[ing] his
      loin-cover for another’.25
    


    
      Matshana’s downfall and flight inspired another popular tale. It appeared in a British magazine that introduced
      English-speaking audiences to a renowned Zulu writer, as Hlonipha Mokoena shows in her important book, Magema
      Fuze: The Making of a Kholwa Intellectual.26 In 1879
      MacMillan’s featured the commentary of Magema Magwaza Fuze, Bishop Colenso’s catechist and muse. ‘It was
      said,’ Fuze lamented, ‘that it was he [Matshana] who sent his people to kill Sigatiya; and that talk, in fact,
      drove Matshana away from Natal, and he fled to Zululand.’ Referring to the commotion instigated by Colenso’s
      Matshana Enquiry and the trial of Langalibalele, Fuze said: ‘After many years the truth was brought to
      light … that Matshana never sent men to kill Sigatiya; and so Matshana was ruined for nothing at all, and his
      people were killed for nothing at all.’27
    


    
      All versions agree: Matshana’s survival saga concluded with his escape to the Zulu kingdom, where he
      re-established a sanctuary, perhaps the most remarkable feat of his remarkable life. To reach asylum, he first dodged assassination that triggered a mass execution. Next, he restored his
      rule after the traumatic seizure of amaSithole territory. Under Mpande and Cetshwayo, Matshana would enjoy royal
      respect for his fierce opposition to white encroachment, particularly the diamond discoveries that lured African
      migrant labourers to Kimberley. This mineral revolution threatened to drain Zulu manpower from the kingdom’s
      fields, pastures and military.28 Living beyond colonial jurisdiction also enabled Matshana to avoid
      the matter of Sigatiya (Sidhlatiya), the homicide victim whose wife contacted Natal authorities. Before he died,
      Sidhlatiya had been accused of using umthakathi – an evildoer or ‘witch’ – to unleash malevolent
      dissonance. In other words Sidhlatiya was probably overheard belittling the inexperience of the amaSithole chief,
      which made this dissenter a dangerous enemy of the Mondisa lineage. Such mutinous behaviour happened to coincide
      with the suspicious slaying of Matshana’s uncle, who advised the fledgling regent and whose death would be
      opportunely blamed on Sidhlatiya, the alleged witch.
    


    
      The umthakathi (witch) was said to spawn devastation through sinister acts. One tactic of
      umthakathi involved conjuring poisonous medicines that brought bewildering misfortune. Harm could be
      delivered by undetectable toxic ‘pollution’ called umnyama, which incapacitated victims. Real or
      imagined, umnyama was a harbinger of fatal ‘witchcraft’. Some umthakathi could pinpoint
      umnyama to decimate a political mentor, thereby gaining ascendancy, ukuthonya, over a chief
      once protected by the victim. In the nineteenth century, Zulu chiefs confronting hazards of war and succession
      envisaged ukuthonya as the gravest threat to their survival.29 In
      Sidhlatiya, the amaSithole leadership probably identified a source of unruly wickedness and resolved to stop it.
    


    
      A half-century later, the amaSithole chief would confront another peril: his own son Ugudhla, an adversarial
      migrant worker who used the Natal courts as a vehicle to gain ascendancy, to the detriment of his father’s
      authority.
    


    
      The laws
    


    
      It is not surprising that Matshana perceived peril in wage labour and colonial law. They comprised a wearying
      juggernaut. Labour recruiters, authorised by magistrates, were gutting southern Zululand of young men. Nkandla
      was especially hard hit, with chiefs lamenting the lost contributions of their able-bodied sons.30 At this time, migrants demonstrated preference for a single destination, the
      Transvaal.31 They departed to gold fields and related industries around Johannesburg, sometimes
      vanishing altogether into city slums.
    


    
      Desertion left ‘the female and feeble’ vulnerable, as they waited in homesteads for remunerations, but ‘in a
      great many cases [they were] forgotten’.32 Yet the many
      migrants who returned to wed, such as Ugudhla, were eager to ‘build their own homestead’, ukwakha umuzi.
      This idiom captured a man’s aspirations to begin a family by enlarging his herd with the acquisition of one
      breeding bull (inkunzi), a figure of Zulu masculine potency (see Figure 5.2).33 Cattle
      converted to bride-wealth improved a traditional husband’s prospects for attaining prestige and prosperity
      through polygamy. Even as bovine reproduction remained a time-honoured way of growing the homestead, ukwakha
      umuzi depended on fresh sources of wealth, namely migrant earnings, to buy other valuable household objects,
      such as blankets, which ‘warmed’ the sleeping mats of a married couple. Among other things, bedding could
      represent the promise of children; when a husband departed for migrant labour, his mats and blankets could be
      stored in a hanging rack called an isibaxa, with carved illustrations of his homestead. Isibaxa
      defines the forked pole supporting or scaffolding a hut roof. Thus, in metaphorical terms, ‘baxa’ refers
      to a domestic pillar, both real and symbolic, which builds the homestead, ukwakha umuzi.
    


    
      Yet what truly upheld and advanced ukwakha umuzi were legal strategies. Indeed, the wooden
      isibaxa could not offer the benefits of a court petition, which convinced a magistrate to grant wage
      earners recognition as husbands, whose obligations providing for a wife
      superseded all other filial obligations. A favourite ploy entailed evoking an ambiguous clause in the Natal Code
      of Native Law, granting married sons ‘emancipation’ from their fathers.34
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        Figure 5.1
      


      
        Zulu migrants in leisure and performance modes on the mines of the Rand.
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded Mineworkers 1905
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      The Code adopted Theophilus Shepstone’s conception of ‘native customary law’, which reflected his personal
      understanding of how indigenous ritual could be merged with British statute. Simply put, the Code reinforced
      homestead hierarchies, subordinating women and youths to male elders. Shepstone and his magistrates adhered to
      this patriarchal arrangement when implementing legal guidelines for African plaintiffs, defendants, suspects and
      witnesses. The Code also gave the government the right to punish many transgressions, but offered the homestead
      patriarch one avenue through which to address his legal problems: colonial adjudication according to the
      Department of Native Affairs. Indeed, Shepstone manipulated customary law to mimic what he perceived as the modes
      of rule instituted by ‘chiefs themselves’.35 Carolyn
      Hamilton compares Shepstone’s practice of managing the ‘natives’ to a modern-day method actor transported back in
      time to colonial Natal. In fluent Zulu, he deftly dramatises benevolent despotism by performing in whiteface the
      role of Shaka, omnipotent judge whose arbitrary decisions rarely led to capital punishment.36 Shepstone’s power play, as Hamilton, McClendon and Mahmood Mamdani emphasise in
      different ways, animated the theatre of British indirect rule in Africa.37
    


    
      By the 1890s, chiefly authority was collapsing under the Code’s impinging dictates. Matshana and his counterparts
      were politically weakened by their inability to punish factional conflict; the magistrate did so. Moreover, they
      were ordered to collect damages in the aftermath of communal violence and to hand reparations to the
      colony.38 In addition, the Code altered the lives of boys and young men who worked for the
      homestead. It granted the governor unilateral rights to compel chiefs to muster male youths into
      isibhalo brigades. With compulsory obligations and pittance wages,
      isibhalo laid the foundation for the system of labour migrancy underpinning capitalist development.
      Isibhalo brigades constructed transportation networks during the last third of the nineteenth century, a
      turning point for Natal. Its dominion status was progressing towards independence, with a cabinet accountable to
      parliamentarians elected by white men with property. In 1893, the imperial decision to grant local voters
      responsible government further enhanced settlers’ autonomy, without hindering their prospects. They were now
      integrated into South African and global trade due in large measure to isibhalo, which built railways to
      the Transvaal and Cape mines. These tracks transported workers, as well as lucrative agricultural and industrial
      exports from inland destinations to Durban harbour. Furthermore, a web of wagon roads connected rural towns
      outside Pietermaritzburg to surrounding commercial dairy and beef enterprises. The isibhalo brigade
      created these routes, receiving little in return, for the benefit of enriched settlers.39
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        Figure 5.2
      


      
        Imagining ukwakha umuzi: man, wife, and bull (inkunzi), three sources of reproductive power.
        The separation of bodies on this rack could also symbolise the divided or suspended state of a household, after
        the migrant worker departs for wage labour and defers his homestead activities for another time.
      


      
        Tivenyanga Qwabe
      


      
        KwaZulu-Natal
      


      
        Isibaxa (mat rack) 1950s 86 × 62 × 14 cm
      


      
        Wood, poker work side panels Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      In enforcing isibhalo and other labour regulations of the Code, the Natal colony sought first to forge
      ‘a civilized commercial society’ on the backs of low-paid African men and, second, to profit from their
      disbursement of hard-earned ‘money in wives and cattle’.40 To advance
      this aim, the SNA endorsed a bill in 1869 to alter the terms of African marriage. The legislation imposed a £5
      cost for every nuptial union and £1 charge for each divorce registered by magistrates. Soon after its passage,
      government coffers, which funded public works, swelled with revenue. Most important, the 1869 law made homestead
      patriarchs acutely aware of how the concerns of money and colonialism were gaining ascendancy over them.
    


    
      Since the middle of the nineteenth century, Natal society detested practices of polygamy, calling them ‘crimes
      against humanity which have to be put down’.41 Jeremy
      Martens elaborates: ‘prominent colonists’ condemned ‘the barbaric slavery of polygamy’, presuming it compelled,
      in settler Thomas Pipson’s words, the polygamous ‘black man either … to work the girls and women whom he breeds
      or buys’ or minimally labour ‘a few months for the white man’, all to earn enough to purchase more ‘wives and
      cattle’. 42 The 1869 law attacked this main beneficiary of plural marriage by fixing
      ilobolo on a sliding scale, with a 10 cattle limit for commoners; headmen could demand up to 15 head and
      most chiefs could receive 20 head. Such caps on bride-wealth liberated the single black man, SNA Shepstone
      boasted, ‘from the mere property competition of the rich old polygamist’.43 Homestead
      heads immediately complained. One patriarch protested the end of the ‘long experience’ of the ‘Zulu plan’, which conferred on fathers ‘control over the marriages of … children’
      and their ‘cattle (lobola)’.44 Indeed, daughters were once inaccessible to young suitors
      when men of Matshana’s distinction could command a large bride-wealth.45 Homestead
      heads could delay the marriage of a daughter until they found a suitor with sufficient hereditary rank and
      accumulated cattle.46 But with the new bride-wealth regulations in place, Zulu patriarchs
      sarcastically thanked the SNA for dousing them with youthful marriages that diminished their prestige. Into the
      early twentieth century, the Zulu name for the 1869 law carried a subtle sting, Umbidhli or ‘Shepstone’s
      immense downpour’.47
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        Figure 5.3
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded Portrait of Theophilus Shepstone (1817–1893), Secretary for Native Affairs, steward
        of the Natal Code of Native Law and enforcer of the 1869 marriage legislation known as ‘Shepstone’s
        downpour’ 1879
      


      
        Campbell Collections, University of Kwa-Zulu Natal
      

    


    
      ‘Shepstone’s downpour’ whetted the ambitions of single suitors such as Ugudhla. He told Matshana, ‘I obtained my
      cattle I lobolad with [presented as bridewealth] by working … I do not consider that any cattle earned
      in this manner belong to my father, or that he had any say over them.’ Simply put, Ugudhla could compete for
      wives without waiting to receive his patriarch’s consent and wealth.48 Brides
      learned, as well, that a wage earner could convert his salary into bride-wealth. Thus, their outright refusal to
      wed a chosen husband was not considered a permanent hindrance to their nuptial future. This is why one Zulu
      headman denounced the SNA for the permission he granted ‘girls to choose their husbands … [and] select young
      men’. Such ‘liberty’, in turn, emboldened mothers who ‘followe[d] their sons when they are married’. The result
      was that an ‘old man is left with no one to attend him’.49 Such
      rejection may have loomed over Matshana as he faced his day in a court governed by colonial law.
    


    
      The cases
    


    
      Ugudhla’s case against his father reveals how some itinerant labourers determined to embrace the marriage law and
      the validation it gave junior men with means. When he sued Matshana, Ugudhla had already exploited the limits on
      bride-wealth to press his objective, ukwakha umuzi, building up his homestead. As a would-be patriarch
      with money for litigation, the plaintiff also intended to assert himself as the migrant king of his lineage, by
      manoeuvring his ‘infirm’ father before white judges, summoned to appraise the defendant’s failing fitness to rule
      over territory and homestead. In June 1903, three justices oversaw the initial hearing of Ugudhla v
      Matshana in the Native High Court at Eshowe. The panel hoped to reconcile the parties by encouraging
      plaintiff and defendant to resolve their grievances, but stopped short of ‘taking any further evidence’, noting
      that ‘nothing will soften the Chief’s heart against his son’. Ugudhla had confided to the justices: ‘I tried to
      make it up with my father but he refused.’ When Nkandla Magistrate Foxon received the verdict of the Native High
      Court, he remarked to the SNA that government did what it ‘could for the boy, but of no avail, and there is no
      doubt that the Plaintiff did in a manner interfere with what his father had done … and no good … can come of
      allowing the Plaintiff to remain in the Ward of Chief Matshana’.
    


    
      Whatever sympathy Foxon may have had for Ugudhla’s plight and pluck, the magistrate’s duty was to adhere to the
      Code’s principal injunction: protect the senior patriarch from family subversion. Equally notable was the
      confidence expressed by colonial powers delivering the decision in Ugudhla v Matshana. In their eyes,
      dotage and history had defanged Matshana, the former rebel chief, Zulu stalwart and wanted criminal; his fearsome
      notoriety was but a memory after the destruction of the Zulu kingdom and imposition of the Code. The Nkandla
      magistrate read aloud the Native High Court’s punishment: ‘It is ordered that the Plaintiff forthwith remove his
      kraal from the Ward of the Chief Matshana kaMondisa.’ In addition, Ugudhla was ‘to pay costs’.50 Shortly thereafter, the plaintiff’s hut burned to the ground. Though it was torched
      by a mob, nobody was charged.
    


    
      Two years later Ugudhla v Matshana would rise again from the ashes. Once more, the plaintiff drew on his
      migrant savings, this time to lodge an expensive civil appeal. In June 1905, the Nkandla magistrate and his clerk
      convened a second hearing. They did not call witnesses to their office, but arranged the proceeding at Sigedhleni, the amaSithole chief’s home court. There, a huge crowd had
      congregated. Matshana was in attendance, along with his wives, children, 20 headmen and the plaintiff. At such
      legal venues, the government entitled senior men to carry one ornamental staff, usually the iwisa, but
      only if the top knob was half the size of a man’s fist (see Figure 5.5).51
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        Figure 5.4
      


      
        Artist unrecorded
      


      
        Zulu, KwaZulu-Natal Ornamental staffs with top knobs, amawisa, typically carried by senior men at
        public gatherings c. Nineteenth century Carved wood 87.2 × 2.85 cm (longest staff)
      


      
        Wits Art Musuem
      

    


    
      To be sure, policemen could challenge this entitlement through a degrading practice, requiring the
      iwisa-bearer to measure the wooden protuberance in his mouth cavity. Young, unmarried men were forbidden
      from having or displaying iwisa, a combat weapon like the fighting stick (induku), at public
      gatherings organised by colonial authorities. Officialdom long feared that these so-called man-slayers posed a
      ‘savage threat’ to ‘civilisation’ in South Africa.52 By 1900, the
      right to attend court and the privilege to carry iwisa symbolised one demeaning paradox of white rule in
      Natal: government-supported Zulu patriarchy invariably dovetailed with government-sanctioned Zulu emasculation.
    


    
      In this paradoxical order, Ugudhla began his testimony, with a plea to the presiding legal authorities:
    


    
      I now wish to complain that in addition to expelling me my father has also disinherited me. It has always been my
      father’s custom to utilize the lobola cattle received for the eldest daughter, by giving the cattle to
      the eldest son, and his mother of that particular daughter, no matter to what section they were affiliated.
    


    
      Ugudhla explained his position in the ancestral homestead: ‘I belong to the Indhlunkulu Section,’ he said,
      evoking the praise name of his father’s great hut. The plaintiff then affirmed his own royal connections: ‘I am
      the only son by my mother Nomvimbi, who had two daughters named Nganani and Luputshana, the former married [Zulu
      prince] Sibepu, and am I to receive nothing from their marriages, nor is my mother to receive nothing?’ Next
      followed an account of his accomplishments as a dutiful migrant worker who fulfilled his patriarchal obligations:
      ‘Have I not paid for my mother’s [annual] taxes’, a debt picked up by the homestead head, ‘and found food etc.
      for her’? Ugudhla concluded:
    


    
      If even my father expels me, I consider I am entitled to the same Inheritance as his other ordinary sons, as I
      have done no wrong … Yes I repeat to you my father, that I now ask you the cattle that are due to me and my
      mother, from the marriages of my sisters.
    


    
      Perhaps more than any other statement this mention of Luputshana excited Matshana’s ire. He interrupted Ugudhla
      to reprimand his son for urging his sisters to flee their father after they had been betrothed to polygamists.
      Thereafter, the Nkandla magistrate permitted the defendant to continue with his testimony. ‘I have asked the
      Magistrate to come and personally hear my words,’ Matshana said. ‘I do not wish to die and leave my words from my
      own mouth to be left unsaid, as Ugudhlu [sic], my son, who has caused me trouble all these years is
      bound to cause trouble again after my death, if I do not speak now.’ Matshana was then allowed to cross-examine
      the plaintiff: ‘Am I to be dictated to by you? … I see fit to give you what cattle I like … You cannot wait until
      I die?’ Matshana accused Ugudhla of inciting ‘my [daughters] Nondhlala, Mpoboza, and Lupusthana [sic] …
      to run away’, in an attempt ‘to thwart and upset my arrangements for the[ir] marriage’. Above all, Matshana was
      affronted by his son’s inflammatory language:
    


    
      I heard you with my own ears … you were talking to them in a hut adjoining mine … You said you only feared death,
      and that you lacked a long rope to take you to the heavens … Was it not you who asked the girls in the presence
      of my Induna Nojuka Nombembe … what ‘Manyala’ ([moral] filth) [had] they [accepted] … when you knew I had ordered
      them [to wed].
    


    
      The civil appeal had enabled Matshana to turn the table on the plaintiff. Instead of playing defence, the
      amaSithole chief seized the occasion to amplify his plan for succession. He
      reaffirmed the domestic pecking order of his homestead, according to the royal prestige of his senior wives
      (amakhosikazi). Ugudhla’s mother Nomvimbi was conspicuously absent from this account. Court evidence
      suggests she may have fallen out with her husband because she accepted her son’s effort to pay her hut tax
      directly to the Nkandla magistrate. Ugudhla proclaimed the right to do so, though it was his father’s prerogative
      to present this money. Perhaps Nomvimbi had been rebuked by her husband for failing to position Luputshana in the
      homestead of a suitor chosen by her father. Whatever the slight or motivation, Matshana only acknowledged ‘my
      first Nkosigazi was Bekiwe, the daughter of [Zulu king] Mpande, but as she Bungukad and went mad, I have
      appointed the daughter of Ziwetu kaMpande’, a child of the Zulu king, ‘named Uxuluzu as my Inkosigazi’. Matshana
      added a condition: ‘failing her, her sister Sifisi’ would produce the inkosana (male heir) of the
      Mondisa lineage and subsequent amaSithole chief. The defendant then repeated: ‘It is from these that my Inkosana
      is to be taken, and no other’, with one proviso: ‘If I still at any future date desire to marry one of [Zulu
      king] Cetshwayo’s daughters, she is to take precedence of all the others, and my heir will be appointed from
      her.’ It was customary that before advanced age prevented polygamous fathers, they nominated their successor,
      usually the first-born son, in an effort to avoid strife between their children with different
      mothers.53 The defendant told Ugudhla that he was just a contemptuous ‘ordinary son’, with no
      chance of assuming the chieftaincy or enjoying material consideration from his father.
    


    
      The verdict
    


    
      The case concluded with a proclamation by the defendant. The attending colonial officials listened to Matshana’s
      declaration: ‘To you Ugudhla, I leave nothing, I disown you.’ This sentence carried a caveat for those in the
      Mondisa lineage. Matshana warned: ‘If at any time any one … treats me in the manner Ugudhla has done, I shall …
      disown you.’ After brief deliberations, the Nkandla magistrate endorsed the father’s penalty and made it the
      verdict of the court. By July 1905, the plaintiff would be exiled from the amaSithole chieftaincy, for
      good.54
    


    
      While Matshana intoned from the past, Ugudhla spoke to the future. The plaintiff’s public ostracism did little to
      avert other migrant kings from the capitalist road to traditional power. Their ascendant influence would continue
      into the twentieth century. Settlers opining in the pages of the Natal Mercury supported it, reminding
      ‘the native … to pay his share of … the administration of the Colony, and … become more of a consumer than
      ever’.55 So, too, did Africans reporting in the Zulu newspaper Ilanga lase Natal.
      They directed ‘natives … [to] go in for the work which produces the best wages and would make them
      prosperous’.56 Ugudhla may have been excluded from Sigedhleni, but the economic process fuelling
      his dreams was just taking off, for good.
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      During the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, black women in the
      rural areas of South Africa were largely subject to the authority and control of their male relatives: fathers,
      brothers, husbands and sons.1 They bore children for their husbands’ lineages, did most of the
      gardening and crop production, cooked and raised children till they were old enough to be initiated as men and
      women, or join adult age grade regiments. Under this system, there was a clear separation of labour – men worked
      with iron, carved wood, hunted and prepared animal skins for making clothing. Thus sewing was generally
      associated with men before the advent of European settlers, traders and missionaries brought cloth, metal
      needles, cotton thread and, most notably, beads into the rural context. Missionaries introduced sewing classes
      for women, who became the main producers of cloth dress and beadwork in a very short time. By 1850, beadwork was
      established as a female occupation/craft/art among black peoples on the east coast of South Africa, a praxis that
      spread inland with the beads.
    


    
      Ironically, many writers have presented the production and wearing of beadwork as ‘traditional’ among many
      southern African black communities, but researchers have shown that beadwork, on the scale that emerged in the
      nineteenth century, was only possible with the provision of the necessary materials by Western traders. Southern
      African beadwork was thus an invented indigenous tradition and was not of any great age.2 The use of small glass beads to make intricate beaded items (as opposed to simple
      strings of beads) started at the end of the eighteenth century, but there was a much greater florescence of
      complex forms in the latter part of nineteenth century. From around 1840, women invented or adapted techniques
      that allowed them to develop new forms, possibly in response to the disruptions in traditional social orders that
      followed the introduction of a cash economy. These included men’s recruitment into migrant labour and the
      resultant pressure on women to uphold tradition and were reflected in the ‘traditional’ objects that they made.
      These forms were new, but they quickly became ‘traditional’ and were treated as markers of ‘tradition’ by the
      people who made and wore them.
    


    
      Women and shifting social structures of migrant labour
    


    
      The greatest threat to the traditionalist patriarchal structures outlined above came with the colonial imposition
      of hut taxes (and later poll taxes) on rural dwellers and the resultant movement of men recruited for work, first
      on the mines and later also in industry and commerce.3 The vast
      majority of African women were left behind, at home, to tend the fields, bring up children, care for the elderly
      and, importantly, to keep cultural identity alive through the observance of customs sanctioned by the
      ancestors.4 From the early nineteenth century onwards, missionaries intervened in social
      arrangements so that some women (albeit relatively few) left the traditional village or homestead for education
      in Western skills, the most common of which was sewing: some entered domestic work in colonial towns and a few
      became teachers, nurses or nuns and thus migrant workers themselves.5
    


    
      The women of the male migrant labourers’ families took over men’s roles at home, in some cases, ploughing and
      working with cattle in ways that were not sanctioned ancestrally.6 As was the
      case for all African peoples in southern Africa, married women lived with their husbands’ families; they were
      under the control of the men of their husbands’ families and had to follow the lead of their
      mothers-in-law.7 Unmarried women were subject to the same structures of authority in
      their fathers’ homesteads. Both married and unmarried women were important in maintaining links to the past, to
      custom and to home and in the production and sustenance of future generations. The absent male migrant labourers
      earned cash, to provide bride-wealth payments in order to establish their own families at home, or to help
      already established rural families. Their wages were also used to purchase trade goods in cities and at trading
      stores. These were taken back to rural settlements and thus saw to the
      transformation and sometimes the complete reinvention of local traditions of making, wearing and using material
      objects.
    


    
      The trade in beads and the making of ‘tribal’ dress
    


    
      The introduction of increasingly large quantities of glass beads into southern Africa from the early nineteenth
      century onwards, via the Cape, Delagoa Bay and then Port Natal, was part of a larger process whereby imported
      objects were used to complement old forms of dress or invent new ones. This process is recorded in accounts
      written by traders, missionaries and colonial officials of the indigenous dress practices of southern African
      peoples. These records, paired with photographs of people wearing beadwork items, as well as the objects
      themselves, offer an archive that traverses the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Glass beads were, from the
      start of the trade, highly valued by many African peoples.8 In the late
      eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, white traders and missionaries exchanged beads for ivory and other
      exotica.9 The establishment of trade fairs in the frontier regions of the Eastern Cape
      encouraged barter and increased the volumes of materials exchanged.10
    


    
      From their first entry into local African communities, beads were a luxury, controlled in distribution within the
      Zulu kingdom, in particular, during the ascendancy of Shaka and used as currency among isiXhosa-speakers until
      the collapse of their value by 1831.11 While in the late nineteenth century at the trading stores
      set up in ‘the bush’ and at concession stores in mining centres from the 1860s onwards, beads were most regularly
      bought with cash, rather than bartered for exotica, they remained expensive relative to migrant workers’
      wages.12
    


    
      Thus the cash economy, of which migrant labour formed an important part, can be argued to have been an important
      condition for the extraordinary growth of beadwork in the latter part of the nineteenth century along the eastern
      seaboard of southern Africa and, only slightly later, in the interior. A complex network of exchange was
      established, leading from the men earning cash resources by labouring on the mines through to the exchange of
      cash for beads, thread and other beadwork prerequisites, their removal to the rural districts, where women
      transformed the beads into desirable items of wear, either for themselves or for someone related to them, or with
      whom they wished to have a close relationship. The process, however, did not end in the making or even in the
      initial wearing and display of these masterpieces of women’s work: items were passed down from one generation to
      another, were unravelled and restrung or have survived as heritage items or as artworks in museums.
    


    
      Beadwork and ‘traditional’ clothing
    


    
      Over the course of 150 years, women at home developed beadwork in rural villages and at kings’ courts to fulfil a
      number of functions, particularly in dressing the body. Early illustrations of beadwork from the Zulu kingdom and
      Natal give some idea of how quickly women adopted this new medium for embellishing items of dress worn by both
      men and women.13 Beadwork was also, from very early on, made for sale to white
      outsiders: photographers in Durban and Cape Town used pieces as props to clothe indigenous subjects in colonial
      ethnographic portraiture; others collected beadwork for the great colonial exhibitions and ultimately for museums
      in the heart of colonial power.14 In the process, the makers and wearers of the beaded items,
      followed and abetted by photographers and collectors, constructed beadwork as ‘traditional’ indigenous dress.
      These forms of dress garnered specific significance over time, forming ‘traditions’ within the lives of migrants
      and their families that remained behind in the ‘homelands’.
    


    
      Beadwork items, such as those worn by many individuals in hundreds of nineteenth-century photographs, were not
      only intended by their makers or wearers to cover body parts, but also to celebrate and emphasise
      them.15 Until approximately 1900, in most indigenous southern African communities, only some
      body parts were hidden from view entirely by covers made of animal hides and/or imported cloth and these were trimmed with glass beads, metal buttons or studs and chain. As these items had,
      before the arrival of glass beads, been embellished with eggshell or other natural materials, their replacement
      by large numbers of white and coloured glass beads must have stood out: the number of beads used increased with
      the importance/wealth of the individual who wore the beadwork, elevating their visibility amongst their fellows.
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        Figure 6.1
      


      
        Thomas Riley Diamond washing, from Frank Cundall’s Reminiscences of the Colonial and Indian
        Exhibition 1886
      


      
        Engraving
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Wearing beadwork as clothing was limited to the rural areas from quite early on in the colonial period because
      rules governing dress in colonial towns in South Africa required ‘proper’ attire. Anyone entering town had to
      wear clothing that covered the body from shoulder to knee and traditional forms of dress did not, for the most
      part, comply with such requirements.16 As a result, uniforms prescribed for those who worked as
      domestic servants in the towns and for those who were resident on mission stations or studied or taught in
      mission schools were always Western. Pieced, tailored clothing, including smocks, dresses, shirts and trousers
      for those at mission stations were sewn from imported cotton cloth by women resident there, or by young women
      at institutions, such as the Inanda Seminary for girls, established in
      1869.17 This indexed a shift in division of labour from the ‘traditional’ in most indigenous
      groups where skin garments, such as karosses, the leather skirts (izidwaba) worn by isiZulu-speaking
      women and the aprons worn by Sesotho-, isiXhosa- or Setswana-speakers, as well as grass belts, fringed pubic
      aprons and bangles, had generally been prepared and sewn by men.18
    


    
      Even the ubiquitous blankets worn by miners ‘captured’ in photographs (which Sandra Klopper casts as a means for
      Eastern Cape miners to maintain their indigenous identity in the context of resistance to Western dress modes)
      were generally imported from England.19 Figure 6.1 is an illustration by Thomas Riley, entitled Diamond Washing.20 What is important about this image, for my purposes, is the mixing of modern and
      supposedly traditional dress in what was already a construction or invented image of a mine scene in an
      exhibition. Every item worn by the migrant labourers in this etching was made of imported material, but the men
      are cast as wearing ‘traditional clothing’, part of a display that emphasised European-imposed progress on the
      supposedly ‘uncivilised’ natives. The beadwork in this image registered an index of the ‘uncivilised’, but it was
      also silent witness to women’s work with imported, modern materials and part of a constantly changing clothing
      regime.
    


    
      Valorisation of beadwork: Women, clothing and ‘tradition’
    


    
      In the literature on beadwork in southern Africa, the indigenous peoples’ valorisation of beadwork as a form of
      ‘traditional’ praxis is simply assumed as historically founded and remains uninterrogated. Beadwork is not placed
      within a wider context of historical change and shifting roles. Yet, as Klopper points out, women ‘have played a
      significant role in constructing and even controlling the world’ that seemed to be controlled by men’s
      activities.21 The ambivalence in beadwork’s status as traditional is caused not only because it is
      also a modern phenomenon, but because it was largely developed and vastly expanded by the women left behind in
      the rural areas, which underwent radical changes with migrant labour.22
    


    
      Beadwork appears to have lodged in the female domain (in southern Africa) from the start. Beads were strung and
      sewn by women, not only for themselves, but also, importantly, for men, whose absences from the homestead for
      long periods were to become increasingly common with the growth of migrant labour.23 Beaded
      dress items were mostly worn for ceremonies that had to be performed at home because the community’s presence and
      participation was essential to their success. Some items were specifically linked to rites of passage, such as
      initiation, courtship and marriage, many of which required periods of seclusion, separation and abstinence prior
      to the principal participants’ reintegration into communities.24 Most
      tellingly, these ceremonies were performed at home, in the presence and in the domain of the paternal
      ancestors.25 Migrant labourers’ movements out of the community, and thus out of range of direct
      ancestral intervention, and then back again, could be argued to have been a rite of passage, which replaced or
      augmented the transition from boyhood to manhood and marriageable status within the patriclan. These movements
      required a rite or ceremony of reintegration, in which beadwork played an important part. Young migrant labourers
      returning from the mines with their wages and material goods courted young women with gifts of beads; they
      received gifts of beaded items from their admirers in return.
    


    
      In all these cases, women would have been at the ‘bead face’ of the construction of particular visual identities:
      both men and women used the beadwork ostentatiously for important public occasions.26 Beadwork
      thus accrued value, as it was hoarded/collected, particularly by married isiXhosa-speaking men, although
      innumerable photographs of people from diverse ethnic groups show that similar practices obtained among other
      groups.27
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        Figure 6.2
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded Mine police boys c1909
      


      
        Postcard, J Barnett & Co
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Beaded identities
    


    
      The fact that the making and wearing of beadwork functioned as an index of ‘ethnic’ identity, largely in the
      period of white settlement and the growth of urban styles of life among black people, is significant in the
      construction of beadwork as a black ‘tradition’. While beadwork was in some ways to be built to white settlers’
      and tourists’ expectations of seeing a spectacle when they encountered the ‘savage native’ in South Africa and
      his or her ‘tribal’ status, it was also actively used as an expression of ethnic belonging and difference (at the
      level of more localised groups such as Mpondo and Gcaleka, rather than Xhosa) by black
      traditionalists.28 Vincent Zanoxolo Gitywa suggests: ‘ Although beads and beadwork are
      originally foreign elements in Xhosa culture, it has become so accepted and adapted that beadwork is today
      universally accepted as a traditional craft not only of the Xhosa, but also of all the Bantu in South
      Africa.’29
    


    
      Southern African beadwork thus encompasses many different visual styles developed at different times and in a
      variety of locations: beadwork itself is mobile and could travel from one district to another. Nevertheless, as
      Gitywa suggests, beadwork could, in particular periods, act as a marker of its wearer’s ethnic group and place of
      residence/birth. While traditionalists followed particular body practices that marked them physically and
      permanently as women, men or members of a specific ‘ethnic’ group, once they were stripped of ‘customary dress’
      and placed in ubiquitous Western style clothing – in the case of migrants, this would be trousers and shirts,
      sometimes with shoes and socks or, indeed, in plain blankets – they would lose their immediately striking,
      particular visual identity. ‘Civilised’, non-traditional native dress is seen, for example in a photograph
      (Figure 6.2) of two mine policemen,
      which shows them dressed in knee-length breeches, dark jackets, jauntily angled pill-box hats and carrying
      knobkerries, one a staff with a peculiar top. Each wears a leather bandolier belt buckled diagonally across the
      torso. The multiple holes in these belts may well have been made to attach loops for
      cartridges, but here are left empty because they are not armed with guns.
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        Figure 6.3
      


      
        Joseph and David Barnett Chopi musicians
      


      
        Date unrecorded Postcard, silver gelatin print
      


      
        Barnett Collection, courtesy of The Star archives, Historical Papers, University of the Witwatersrand,
        Johannesburg
      

    


    
      The migrant labourers on the mines, mine policemen, men in domestic service, as well as in other jobs, such as
      laundry entrepreneurs in Johannesburg, were often denuded of their ‘traditional’ costume.30 We need to understand the process of migratory labour as one in which
      visible difference between labourers was eradicated, except in the context of the mine dances where
      ethnicity was spectacularly on display, as in the case of the photograph of Chopi musicians in Figure 6.3, or stickfighting in Figure 6.4, whose exotic dress is largely an
      invention.31 The rural background is the place from which visual and visible difference was, and
      perhaps still is, maintained and promoted through a form of (beaded) excess.
    


    
      The beaded belts, necklaces, panels, fringes, aprons, leggings, armbands, waistcoats and other items of dress
      that feature in images of southern African peoples from the mid-nineteenth century onwards were all responses of
      excess, particularly in the sheer number of beads used and their increasingly complex colours and patterns. This
      is recorded as happening from the late nineteenth century onwards in men’s dress among isiXhosa- and
      isiZulu-speakers, but was also evident in women’s attire there and elsewhere.32
    


    
      However, the ‘tradition’ to which the abundant finery worn at home belonged was in a constant process of
      invention and reinvention, starting from the point at which indigenous clothing, formerly made of plant fibres or
      animal skins, was adorned with imported glass beads. The beading techniques were varied, labour intensive and
      time consuming. They required concentration and an ability to envisage patterns that were only revealed in a
      completed ‘garment’ because beaders worked without patterns. The beaders not only made use of imported beads,
      thread and needles to transform traditional forms, they also possibly borrowed designs from other
      sources.33 Beads were often used to transform manufactured
      items brought by migrant labourers in an elaborate process. Some beaded items incorporated discarded Western
      industrial detritus in completely new interpretations of the commonplace. Beaders thus created new kinds of
      objects that reflected particular kinds of interactions by individuals with changing circumstances, as well as
      the building of forms of resistance and cultural survival.
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        Figure 6.4
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded Natives in a mining compound 1900–1901
      


      
        Postcard, silver gelatin print Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Leather and beads: Mix and match
    


    
      An example of how beaded items made by women became incorporated into migrant workers’ home dress is seen in a
      photograph dating from the 1890s, possibly taken on the outskirts of Pietermaritzburg’s Zwartskop location
      (Figure 6.5).34 A group of five, presumably isiZulu-speaking, young men, in the prime of life, stand
      posed against a background of trees, cacti and aloes, on a piece of ground with patches of grass that locate it
      outside the studio. Yet these men have all clearly been selected, probably on account of their physical beauty,
      their lean bodies on display to the prurient Western gaze.
    


    
      They are ‘dressed’ in attire appropriate for rural homes, not for cities or mines, which is generally classed as
      ‘traditional’. Collections of animal tails cover their pubic areas, held by girdles of string or skin and pendant
      bead strings that would enhance the kinetic effect as the wearer moved. All wear beaded necklaces around their
      necks, following patterns by then established as common and thus also considered ‘traditional’. So-called
      ‘love-letter’ panels feature on many of these and on the strings of beads worn bandolier-style over one shoulder
      and around the torso. Young women made these beaded items as gifts for their courtiers and men took great pride
      in sporting this finery.35 Three men on the left of the image have rather jauntily positioned
      beaded straps as headdresses; the man second from the right has a headband of strings of beads around his head,
      with more hanging down on either side; only the man on the far right has no headgear and a minimum of beads.
    


    
      Mixed into this attire, however, are some anomalous elements, such as the bandolier-style straps of leather worn
      by the man on the far left and the three belts buckled around the upper torso
      of the man on the right. Each of the three men on the right wears a single leather belt left plain; two men wear
      belts in different styles, one of multiple tubes, the other of plaited grass, all covered in beads and the latter
      with brass studs. Most of the leather belts have buckles – probably acquired whole or in parts from trading
      stores. In all cases, however, the imported belts are worn as items whose utility is no longer an issue – they do
      not hold up trousers, they are worn against the bare skin, some at the waist, but others strap the body as did
      ‘traditional’ beaded items. The leather belts bind their wearers’ torsos like bedding rolls and some look like
      those used for such purposes. Their presence on these bodies indexes an extrusion of those bodies into other
      contexts and, on their return to their homes, an intrusion of the outside world into the home environment. Their
      presence is mediated by the traditional beadwork and miniaturised shields.
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        Figure 6.5
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded
      


      
        Zulu warriors
      


      
        Date unrecorded Silver gelatin print
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      In the early days of beadworking, women made panels using various techniques. Among these were ankle straps worn
      by men and women from the 1860s onwards, enhancing the visibility of the wearer’s movements.36 But these were easily replaced in the migrant labourer’s dress repertoire. Two men
      at the centre and the one at the right of Figure 6.5 have wrapped around their lower legs the legging part of boots, removed from the shoe part
      so that they are barefoot. Attached are metal chains – one with discs. In their functional and pristine state,
      boots would have been wildly expensive, but their surviving parts have been reused here to replace beaded
      anklets. Absorbed into a tradition of wear for unmarried men, such items marked their wearers more immediately as
      people who interacted with the modern machinery of commerce, compared with those whose connection to home and
      tradition was marked by beaded items alone. In the photograph, the boot leggings stand in contrast to both the
      beaded items made by women and the shields and sticks that would, if they were the right, larger, size (small
      shields were used by men for blocking blows in stick fights and for marriage ceremonies by brides), have marked
      these men as warriors for both ‘natives’ and ‘settlers’.37 Thus,
      although we cannot definitively say that these men were migrant labourers, they are of an age at which they could
      have been and they have accumulated around their bodies markers of migrant identity alongside the ‘traditional’
      forms of beaded finery.
    


    
      Xhosa integrations of leather and beads
    


    
      Western items, such as gaskets from boilers that were beaded, decorated with woollen pom-poms and worn as
      collars, beaded sunglasses, tennis-racquet frames, bottles and many others, moved into the rural areas of the
      Eastern Cape in the baggage of returning migrant workers to be transformed into new and extraordinary objects by
      women beadworkers.38 Leather straps were particularly favoured by mid-twentieth-century
      Gcaleka artists for making belts, as is reflected in the multiple straps with beaded trim along their edges worn
      wrapped around torsos by both women and men in the late 1960s, seen in photographs by Alice Mertens.39 These leather strips were, however, also used to make the framework for more complex
      garments.
    


    
      A (female) master beader constructed a vest/waistcoat (Figure 6.6) by connecting panels of largely white beads with geometric motifs in primary
      colours to tan coloured leather straps, thus providing both chest and back pieces and longer side sections
      between the strips. The side panels are placed with gaps between them, allowing the viewer to see the skin of the
      wearer and only partially masking the body. The surface of the tan leather straps is punctuated by regular holes
      (probably machine made), but these were filled in places by rows of plastic imitations of the mother-of-pearl
      buttons favoured by isiXhosa-speakers since they first encountered them on European clothing. They, too,
      have come to be regarded ‘traditional’, but were used in excess on many items, functioning as ornaments not
      fasteners, their whiteness and shine referencing ancestral presence and
      general coolness, but also acting as indices of modernity.
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        Figure 6.6
      


      
        Artist unrecorded,
      


      
        Xhosa, Eastern Cape Ivethiboyi (vest)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Beads, buttons, leather belts 91 × 50 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 6.7
      


      
        Artist unrecorded
      


      
        Xhosa, Eastern Cape Man’s waistcoat Date unrecorded Beads, leather, buttons, metal hooks and eyes 61 × 39 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      A similar, possibly Mpondo style is visible in the pink and blue waistcoats illustrated by Dawn Costello as part
      of a married man’s wear and eulogised by David Bunn as being particularly attuned to wear over brown
      skins.40
    


    
      These also use leather strips (in these cases, locally produced) on the edges, which fastened and some were also
      elaborated with multiple mother-of-pearl buttons. One of the names given to such vests was an umwayo,
      which, according to Costello, suggests a large number of beads, pointing to a local understanding of the excess
      that such items represented.41 A waistcoat such as this represented a considerable investment of
      resources by the person who bought the materials and the women who produced the finished item. But, and possibly
      more importantly, it would have marked its wearer as a participant in a process of speaking back to the centre of
      power, as an African version of a modern item of clothing.
    


    
      Hybridity and modernity through beadwork
    


    
      The beadwork made by those left behind in the rural areas, worn by them and by the migrant workers at home or at
      mine dances, both the subjects of colonial photography in the late nineteenth century and more so in the
      twentieth century, can be followed as a trajectory to the eventual resurgence of beaded wear as identity markers
      in urban township celebrations. In all these contexts, it can be argued that beadwork constitutes spectacular
      forms of visual classification and display. Beadwork was about the production of difference, between African
      insiders and settler outsiders, as much as between different African indigenous cultures. It replicated
      rigidified lines of division, marked on bodies and in spatial divisions of people in mine hostels, townships,
      education and everywhere else. It is also represented thus in much of the coffee-table photography of the
      twentieth century. But it also combined tradition and modernity in ways that denied there is or was ever a clear
      separation between the two. It was thus always hybrid.
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        Figure 6.8
      


      
        Artist unrecorded
      


      
        Zulu, KwaZulu-Natal intolibhantshi (waistcoat)
      


      
        Date unrecorded Beads, textile, buttons 50 × 46 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      Beadwork and bodies of resistance
    


    
      Beadwork and other African transformations of imported materials were also forms of resistance to the ‘primitive’
      paradigm, to the missionary need to make converts conform to their ways and they enabled the creation of modern
      forms of indigeneity. Beadwork was most often displayed on an otherwise almost naked body, as seen in Figure 6.5 earlier, a body that was
      inadmissible in the spaces of the urban, of the mission, of the ‘civilised’.
      This ‘traditional’ body was also rejected by the African intellectual elite that emerged at the end of the
      nineteenth century, the isiZulu-speaking amakholwa and the isiXhosa-speaking converts to Christianity,
      the amagqobhoka, who chose to dress in suits and ties, in Western dresses, skirts and blouses.
    


    
      However, such oppositions are also misleading because many Africans were able to reconcile aspects of both
      traditions, to develop a hybrid body that utterly confounded this kind of prescriptive acceptance or rejection of
      invasive elements. In some instances, this resulted in invented forms of indigenous clothing, such as the
      entirely beaded vests and waist pieces made by isiXhosa-speakers, discussed above. In other cases, the mix was
      more directly visible, as where isiZulu-speaking makers of beaded jackets and waistcoats used (or copied)
      store-bought, Western dress items as the base for the application of beaded strips and panels, reflecting designs
      common in Nongoma, Hlabisa and the Ngwane areas around Underberg in the 1950s and 1960s. These waistcoats and
      jackets (Figure 6.8) were largely
      worn in the contexts of the rural home, in combination with other Western dress items.42
    


    
      A similar hybridity and defiance is seen in the painting by Sibusiso Duma, Inyanga nomthagathi (Figure 6.9). Here, the migrant healer,
      moving from the countryside (implicitly) to the city, wears a Western-style green jacket, pants, prominent and
      shiny leather shoes and carries two leather suitcases. But on top of the jacket, he wears two floral, possibly
      beaded bandoliers, large earlobe plugs and has a fly whisk with a beaded handle tucked under his right arm. These
      items mark him as a traditionalist because they link him to the dress worn in rural areas, but it is the horned,
      grey-haired, dwarf-sized figure (in what looks suspiciously like a graduation gown) accompanying him, that
      signals his possible ritual and social pollution through engagements outside his home turf. It is clear from this
      painting that the movement of the migrant across boundaries between home and the distant city, and/or possibly
      particularly, the mine with its journeys underground, evokes extraordinary ambiguity within local, rurally
      centred concepts of the world. In the light of this painting, one might suggest that the bandoliers of beadwork
      contain the danger posed by the adoption of modern dress, crossing over it, reminding the viewer and the wearer
      of an other, not modern, or differently modern, self. Within the context of the painting, the beadwork protects
      its wearer and makes his re-entry into the ancestral domain of home possible.
    


    
      That women were the guardians of belonging, signalled in the form of developing, changing and evolving traditions
      of beadwork, is significant. The migrant worker left the city and returned home to the place where women’s labour
      produced and maintained ‘tradition’, in the speaking of language (mother tongue), in the raising of children and
      the production of food. But the women’s ‘unseen’ labour, their use of time for the production of beadwork was
      what enabled traditions to be marked visibly on the body and celebrated aesthetically. Such distinctive use of
      beads in their variety of colours marked identities in ways that had not been necessary before the development of
      the migrant labour system. The beaded body had become a body of resistance, proclaiming tradition and asserting
      modernity in the same breath.
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        Figure 6.9
      


      
        Sibusiso Duma
      


      
        Inyanga nomthagathi (Inyanga comes to town) 2011
      


      
        Acrylic on board
      


      
        Campbell Collections, University of KwaZulu-Natal
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      South Africa’s gold mines have always been dangerous. In addition to traumatic
      injuries, they have particularly high rates of the dust-induced lung disease, silicosis. The Commission into
      Safety and Health in the Mining Industry of 1995 found that dust levels were hazardous and that they had probably
      been so since the 1940s.1 This conclusion is unsurprising given the high silica content of the
      host ore, the depth of the mines, their reliance upon migrant labour and the racialised work regimes that
      characterised most of their history. Recent research puts the silicosis rate in living miners at between 22 and
      30 per cent.2 Jill Murray’s postmortem data estimates that up to 60 per cent of
      miners will eventually develop what is a life-threatening and untreatable disease.3
    


    
      The mines have also played a role in the spread of tuberculosis, a well-known consequence of exposure to silica
      dust. The incidence of tuberculosis in South Africa is currently among the highest in the world, with the
      infection rate among gold miners being ten times higher than for the general population.4 The majority of miners are migrant workers, which has resulted in the transmission of
      disease to rural communities and across national borders.5 There is
      strong evidence, stretching back to the 1920s, that South Africa’s mines have spread tuberculosis to neighbouring
      states.6
    


    
      The fact that miners with lung disease have not been able to gain compensation lies behind the litigation
      currently before courts in Johannesburg and London. The cases against Anglo American, Gold Fields and Harmony,
      which are now into their tenth year, may eventually involve hundreds and thousands of miners and their surviving
      families.7 One British financial analyst has put the potential payout at $US100 billion, making
      it the largest class action of its kind.8
    


    
      In light of the current litigation, it is surprising that for most of the twentieth century South Africa’s gold
      mines were believed to lead the world in the prevention of silicosis or miners’ phthisis, the oldest and most
      intractable of the occupational diseases. The major reason was the data presented in the annual reports of the
      Miners’ Phthisis Medical Bureau (the Bureau), the body responsible for awarding compensation and for collating
      the official data. In the period 1917 to 1920, for example, the silicosis rate among white miners was stated to
      be 2.195 per cent.9 By 1935, it had fallen to 0.885 per cent. The rate for black miners
      was even lower. For 1926 to 1927, it was recorded as 0.129 per cent and for 1934 to 1935, it had fallen to 0.122
      per cent.10 In the period 1946 to 1947, the silicosis rate among black miners was 0.178 per
      cent, perhaps the lowest incidence among hard-rock miners anywhere.11 The
      Bureau’s explanation for the variation in the silicosis rate between black and white miners was migratory labour,
      which supposedly protected men on contracts from continuous dust exposure and thus from injury.12 The data was accepted as authoritative by the departments of Mines and Health and
      the achievements of the Rand mines featured prominently in science and policy debates in Australia, France,
      Belgium, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States. By 1930, South Africa’s gold mines were
      presumed to be a model of safety. What the admirers of the Rand mines did not realise is that the official
      disease rates were based on the number of compensation awards for injury, rather than the actual injury rates.
      Since mine medical officers controlled referrals of black miners to the Bureau, which alone had the power to make
      awards, they also controlled the production of the most important data.
    


    
      A second factor that made the figures unreliable was the migrant labour system. The official data recorded the
      number of men who became ill or died at the mines. But there was always a gap between this figure and the actual
      morbidity and mortality rates. The deaths of men killed in accidents were recorded, as were those who died in the
      compounds from infectious diseases such as pneumonia, meningitis or enteric fever. Silicosis and tuberculosis
      could take years to kill and those deaths usually occurred in the rural areas, out of sight. In addition, the
      industry used the repatriation of sick and dying men to minimise the cost of compensation. This strategy lowered the official disease rates even further. In making policy, both the South
      African state and the imperial authorities in London relied upon these artificial figures.13
    


    
      The repatriation system was brutal. Each Tuesday morning, two trains (with special coaches for lying-down cases)
      left Booysens Station in Johannesburg, one for Ressano Garcia in Mozambique, the other for the Cape, carrying
      repatriated miners. The trains had a white conductor to look after the patients, but no medical officer. In
      addition to ‘ordinary repatriations’ of miners with traumatic injuries, roughly 20 men suffering from
      tuberculosis were shipped out each week. Many were seriously ill and desperate to return to their families. The
      Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (Wenela) was also keen for their departure, as their presence added to
      overcrowding at the hospital. In February 1925, Dr Girdwood, the chief medical officer with Wenela, responded in
      an internal memo to criticism in the press that the trains arriving at Ressano Garcia were full of corpses:
    


    
      If one considers the pathology of the lungs in these cases, large, ragged, breaking-down cavities full of pus,
      which might at any moment ulcerate through the blood vessel and cause a fatal haemorrhage, it should not be a
      matter of surprise that cases do die in the train, but that so few do.14
    


    
      South Africa’s transition to majority rule in 1994 coincided with a recognition of the high incidence of
      silicosis among miners. Today these rates are a hundred times greater than the official data during most of the
      twentieth century. Rather than any recent dramatic increase in silicosis and tuberculosis, the discrepancy
      between the past and current data is due to a systematic under-reporting of cases, stretching back almost a
      century. This under-reporting became visible only with political transformation.
    


    
      The mines
    


    
      The Rand mines are the largest and deepest in the world and historically they have been among the most
      profitable. The mines employed a huge number of migrant workers drawn from rural communities and between 1911 and
      1990 approximately 50 per cent of recruits were from neighbouring states. Such recruits were attractive to
      employers because they would accept lower wages than their South African counterparts. In addition, if the gold
      industry had drawn its workforce from local communities, the towns and villages surrounding the mines would soon
      have filled with men crippled by occupational lung disease. This, in turn, would have increased the political
      pressures to reduce the risks.
    


    
      The High Commission Territories of Bechuanaland (Botswana), Swaziland and Lesotho, which were major supplies of
      labour, had no X-ray facilities and no specialists to identify the disease burden among returning miners. In
      addition, colonial administrations were dependent upon the capitation fees the Chamber of Mines’ recruiting arm
      (Wenela) paid for each recruit. They also depended upon the mines to assist in collecting outstanding hut tax.
    


    
      The South African mining industry has always been politically powerful and dominated by a handful of
      corporations. For long periods, the mines were South Africa’s most important employer, the major earner of
      foreign exchange and the major source of government revenue. This, in turn, shaped the relationship between
      capital, labour and the state. On the international stage, the industry was just as dominant. By 1923, the Rand
      mines were producing more than 50 per cent of the gold on which the financial stability of Western economies
      depended.
    


    
      The mines were places of constant change. Over time, they became bigger, they went deeper and the technologies
      used to extract ore and reduce the dust levels were improved. There were also changes in the conditions in compounds and in the provision of medical care. What did not change was the
      industry’s dependence on the cheap labour provided by oscillating migration.
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      The workforce consisted of a unionised white labour aristocracy employed in supervisory roles and black migrants
      who did the bulk of the manual work. In 1910, there were 120 000 black miners and 10 000 whites; by 1929, black
      miners numbered 193 221 while there were 21 949 whites.15 The
      workforce peaked at more than half a million in the late 1970s and has since declined sharply. In 2012, it had
      fallen to slightly more than 14 000.
    


    
      Over the past 30 years, the industry has been through a number of structural changes, beginning with the
      establishment of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) in 1982. The NUM’s emergence at a time of a falling gold
      price and massive retrenchments forced the union to focus upon job security, rather than occupational health.
    


    
      Under minority rule, every aspect of mine work was racialised. White miners were designated as skilled and black
      miners (native labourers) as unskilled. They did different jobs for different rates of pay and for different
      contract periods. White and black workers were employed under different compensation regimes, they were subject
      to different forms of medical surveillance and they received different medical care: there were sanatoriums for
      white silicotics, but repatriation for black miners.
    


    
      The fixed price of gold meant that the mining houses did not compete against each other for a share of a finite
      market, but were able to pursue an agreed set of policies through the Chamber of Mines. In addition to preventing
      competition among producers, gold pricing made production costs even more important than in other industries. A
      rise in working costs, such as stores or wages, could not be passed on to consumers. As a result, where possible,
      wage increases were resisted. Employers were so successful that, as Francis Wilson has shown, the wages of black
      miners did not rise between 1910 and 1970.16 In addition
      to wages, expenditure on compounds to house migrant workers, occupational health and compensation were areas in
      which costs could be minimised.
    


    
      Medical surveillance
    


    
      South Africa’s gold mines were the first in the world to compensate silicosis (1912) and tuberculosis (1916) as
      occupational disease. The provision of awards was based on a system of medical surveillance, which began with the
      Miners’ Phthisis Act of 1911 and was extended by the subsequent Acts of 1912, 1916 and 1925. Surveillance
      consisted of pre-employment and periodic examinations. The Acts also required that men who had served their
      contracts, usually of between six months and a year, were to be given a medical before they left the mines.
    


    
      On their arrival in Johannesburg, recruits were examined prior to being assigned to individual mines.17 There was a massive flow of labour through the system and mine medical officers were
      expected to process recruits as quickly as possible. In 1913, each of the 39 part-time officers was responsible
      for around 3 000 miners and more than 100 hospital patients, many of whom had suffered traumatic
      injury.18 Not surprisingly, the examinations at the Wenela compound in Johannesburg were
      cursory and occasionally resulted in men who were seriously ill being sent underground. It was common for men
      with infective tuberculosis to die while still working.19 Records
      were not kept, which meant that when migrant workers returned to Johannesburg, as most did to serve a further
      contract, they had no medical history.20
    


    
      The periodic examinations of serving miners focused on weight loss as a marker for lung disease. Men who had lost
      five pounds or more between two weighings, or six pounds over three consecutive weighings, were given a more
      detailed examination.21 The process was more a parade than a medical examination and in
      1927 Dr Watkins-Pitchford, chair of the Bureau, admitted that at best it identified half of the silicosis and
      tuberculosis cases.22
    


    
      The conduct of medicals changed little over time and the examinations carried
      out in the 1950s were much the same as they had been 30 years earlier. In his memoirs Dr Oluf Martiny, who served
      as a medical officer with Wenela from 1954 until 1980, describes how on a particularly busy morning he and six
      colleagues examined 12 000 recruits.23 The rationales for entry and exit medicals were also
      stable.24 Under the Miners’ Phthisis Acts, the entry medicals were to protect employers from
      hiring men with existing diseases. The exit examinations were to protect the interests of labour by identifying
      those men entitled to compensation. In each instance, employers (who had an interest in minimising the number of
      awards) controlled the medicals. The miners’ phthisis or silicosis commissions, held between 1919 and 1952, were
      often critical of the medical system and of the obstacles black miners faced in applying for compensation. The
      Commission of 1919 pointed out that death certificates often cited ‘general tuberculosis’ as the cause of death
      when a miner had died from pulmonary tuberculosis. The Commission also found that the periodic medical
      examinations were inadequate and often there was no exit exam as required under the Act. This was so even in
      cases of seriously ill men who had spent months in hospital.25 The
      findings of the 1919 Commission were endorsed by the Young (1930), Stratford (1943), Allan (1950) and Beyers
      (1952) commissions.26 One of the themes in those reports was the failure of employers to
      carry out adequate exit medicals. Those findings are consistent with the research carried out since 1994. Among
      Jaine Roberts cohort of 205 former miners from the Eastern Cape, 85.3 per cent had not received an exit
      examination.27 As a result, men with silicosis and tuberculosis are still being denied
      compensation.
    


    
      Tuberculosis and HIV and AIDS
    


    
      The steady decline in the official tuberculosis rate between 1960 and 1968 was followed by a sharp rise from the
      mid-1970s. Industry-wide rates then doubled between 1976 and 1979. In 1992, the Chamber of Mines reported that
      the overall incidence was around 16 per 1 000, an official level not seen since the 1920s.28 Since then the rates have risen inexorably from 806 per 100 000 in 1991, to 1 914
      per 100 000 in 1998, to 3 821 per 100 000 in 2004.29 Mine
      medical authorities have attributed the rise to the increasing background rates in the areas from which the mines
      draw their labour. In addition, there has been better case detection, an ageing workforce and the arrival of HIV
      and AIDS.
    


    
      One of the major reasons for the rise in the rates of infection has been the policy known as
      reactivation, which has seen miners with tuberculosis permitted to continue to work underground while
      receiving treatment. This innovation, which was adopted industry wide by 1983, without any apparent change to the
      existing legislation, flies in the face of a 100-year-old medical orthodoxy. This orthodoxy, which has never been
      challenged, holds that continued dust exposure is lethal for workers with tuberculosis.30 The result has driven up the infection and mortality rates in the same way that
      stabilisation has increased the rates of silicosis.31
    


    
      The South African gold mines, with their migrant populations and single-sex hostels, have been the ideal
      environment for spreading sexually transmitted diseases. The 1990s saw a dramatic increase in HIV and AIDS
      prevalence. In 1987, 0.03 per cent of mineworkers from areas other than Malawi tested HIV-positive. This
      increased to 1.3 per cent in 1990, rising to 24 per cent in 1999 and reaching 27 per cent in 2000.32 HIV and AIDS infection greatly increases the incidence of tuberculosis. By 1999, 80
      per cent of tuberculosis patients on the mines were HIV-positive.33 The
      combination of HIV and AIDS and silicosis further enhances the tuberculosis risk. With the advent of HIV and
      AIDS, multi-drug-resistant forms of tuberculosis began to appear. Other industries that rely on migrant labour,
      such as the transport sector, also have high burdens of disease. Public health services in labour-sending areas
      within South Africa and in neighbouring states are unable to effectively treat returning migrant workers. As with
      a number of pathologies arising from the mines, the incidence of HIV and AIDS
      has an underlying source: the breakdown of families under the weight of oscillating migration.
    


    
      Bureau medicine and post-mortems
    


    
      It is tempting to assume that the industry’s failures to provide adequate medical examinations and compensation,
      like the attendant failures of the regulatory authorities to supervise the industry, have been due to
      inefficiencies or a lack of resources. There is evidence that, on the contrary, these failings were the result of
      a deliberate policy.
    


    
      We have a first-hand account of the Bureau’s methods in assessing compensation claims from Dr GWH Schepers, who
      served as an intern for more than eight years. Schepers graduated in medicine from the University of the
      Witwatersrand in 1938. In 1944, he was assigned to the Bureau where he remained until he emigrated to the United
      States in 1954. Schepers was a whistle-blower and after his protest against the Bureau’s treatment of miners, his
      South African career came to an abrupt end.34
    


    
      Schepers found the Bureau doctors ‘careless and unfeeling’ in their treatment of the white miners who went for
      medical assessment. He was astonished at the way medical reviews of black miners were conducted at the Wenela
      compound.35 The miners were lined up naked and a doctor would run a stethoscope over each chest,
      doing ten men in a minute. The other test was weight loss, a notoriously unreliable marker for lung disease. The
      X-ray equipment was adequate, but there was a massive volume of work. The Wenela doctors read the X-rays and a
      small number of men, who in Schepers’s words ‘were usually in the process of dying’, were set aside for review.
      Schepers discovered there was a lot of disease and that in many cases the miners ‘had simply been worked to
      death’. The dust levels were such that after two years underground, a man’s health was often ruined: ‘Whites
      survived on average three years after retirement. Blacks who had worked three consecutive contracts were usually
      dead a year after they left the mines.’ The rate of tuberculosis was very high, but in most cases infected miners
      were repatriated without compensation. What Schepers described as ‘an horrendous spread of tuberculosis from the
      mines’ was common knowledge at the Bureau.
    


    
      There is also a body of official data that supports Schepers’s testimony. Under the Miners’ Phthisis
      Consolidation Act of 1925, any miner who died suddenly was subject to a post-mortem. Between 1925 and 1950, the
      results were published in the Bureau’s annual reports. During this period, on average more than 500 miners would
      perish each year in accidents and presumably many of the autopsies were performed on that random group. The
      Bureau data shows far higher rates of silicosis and tuberculosis than were identified in living miners. This in
      itself is not surprising, as it had long been acknowledged that post-mortems might uncover lung disease that had
      been missed at a clinical examination. What is surprising is the dramatic difference between the two sets of
      figures.
    


    
      The data sequence from 1924 until 1950 reveals a tide of disease. In 1924, the lungs of 122 white and 176 black
      miners were examined. Silicotic changes were found in 97 or 79.5 per cent of whites. Among this group, 28 had
      been certified as free of silicosis, some within months of death. The lungs of the 176 black miners showed an
      even higher rate: in 78 the cause of death was tuberculosis, even though the deceased were subject to periodic
      medicals and had not been diagnosed while alive. In another 60 cases, tuberculosis with or without silicosis was
      present.36 In 1928, the lungs of 227 white and 429 black miners were examined. Of the white
      miners, 55 per cent had lung disease, while 81 per cent of black miners were affected.37
    


    
      In 1941, post-mortems were performed on 999 black miners. Of this cohort, only 162 were free of silicosis or
      tuberculosis. In total, 170 had both diseases, while 606 had tuberculosis alone. At death, 84 per cent of the
      cohort had a compensatable disease.38 The context for this data is also significant. Between 1931
      and 1941, there was a sharp increase in the number of black miners.
      Consequently, many of the deceased who appear in the 1941 report were probably new to the industry. Of the 911
      examined in 1949, 327 were Europeans and 584 were ‘native labourers’. Of the European miners, 43 per cent had
      some form of disease, a marked increase that coincided with the war years.39 Of the
      black miners, 83 per cent were suffering from silicosis and/or tuberculosis.40 In the
      following year, of the 649 blacks examined, 370 or 55 per cent had tuberculosis without silicosis and the total
      disease rate was 82 per cent.41 The Bureau’s annual reports offer no comment on the results. After
      1950, the Bureau ceased publishing post-mortem data.42
    


    
      The results from 1924 to 1950 are consistent with the science produced since majority rule. They suggest that the
      exit medicals were inadequate, the compensation system was flawed and that tuberculosis was being exported to
      rural areas. The post-mortem data was known to the research community in Johannesburg and to senior officers in
      the departments of Mines, Native Affairs and Health, as well as the Chamber of Mines. The data was also available
      to members of parliament, but nothing was done.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      The Bureau’s post-mortem data suggests that sometime after 1925, the industry recognised that it was impossible
      to engineer dust out of the mines and therefore impossible to prevent silicosis and tuberculosis. This, in turn,
      confronted Anglo American and its competitors with a choice: they could either close the mines or not compensate
      most of those men who developed lung disease. The latter choice was made easier by the political alignments of
      minority rule. A racialised state was dependent upon the income generated by the country’s most important
      employer and earner of foreign exchange. The outsourcing of medical surveillance gave employers control over the
      official data and thereby the power to make the mines safe, if only on paper.
    


    
      It is worth reflecting upon the consequences if the Bureau’s autopsy data, rather than the number of compensation
      awards, had been used to measure the disease rate. Such an approach would have demolished the myth of safe mines
      promoted by the Chamber of Mines and it may well have encouraged both the British government and the
      International Labour Organization to review their support of Wenela’s recruitment in the tropical north.
      Acknowledgement of a high disease rate would have shifted the research agenda and perhaps forced the South
      African Institute for Medical Research (SAIMR) to conduct follow-up studies of silicosis and tuberculosis in
      labour-sending areas, studies that had to wait until after 1994. Finally, such a reversal may have alerted trade
      unions and governments in the United Kingdom, the United States and elsewhere to the dangers of exposure to
      silica dust.
    


    
      The failure of the South African system of medical surveillance and compensation is not unique. As the histories
      of British coal mining and asbestos manufacture suggest, resistance by management and the failures of regulatory
      authorities often result in a gap between legislative intent and what happens in the workplace.43 The story of silicosis on the Rand is, however, different. Under minority rule the
      failures by the Bureau, the SAIMR and the Department of Mines were so systemic in character, so massive in scale
      and of such financial benefit to industry that they are suggestive of a coherent policy. Legal discovery flowing
      from the current litigation may show that to be the case. Until then, we can be sure that the failures of the
      South African system underpinned the commercial success of the nation’s most important industry and allowed
      significant costs of production to be shifted onto rural communities both within and outside South Africa’s
      borders.
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      Days before the Forum on China-Africa Co-operation in Beijing in July 2012,
      the Mail & Guardian carried a story about a ‘new form of colonialism’. Warning readers about labour
      law violations and the exploitation of Africa’s resources, author Paula Akugizibwe noted: ‘The boom of China in
      Africa is proving to be one of the most striking developments of twenty-first-century geopolitics’.1 But what the article did not say – and what has been largely forgotten in the South
      African imagination – is that there were equally dramatic headlines about the Chinese in South Africa slightly
      more than 100 years before. In the first years of the twentieth century, however, they signalled the geopolitics
      of an expanding British-South Africa ‘labour empire,’ as the SS Tweeddale docked at Port Natal (Durban)
      in July 1904, with a shipload of contracted Chinese labourers destined for the gold mines of the
      Transvaal.2
    


    
      The sudden influx of Chinese labour in 1904 was the beginning of a six-year ‘experiment’ in saving the white
      mining industry’s cheap labour economy. As low-wage black labour from South Africa and Portuguese East Africa
      became less reliable and gold production levels dropped, mine-owners looked to China, where drought, floods and
      the Boxer Rebellion had driven unemployment rates to unprecedented levels.3 With the new
      Milner government’s support for the mining industry, the Chamber of Mines capitalised on British networks and
      administration in China to set up a vast system to import Chinese labour.4
    


    
      Chinese men who were successfully recruited arrived into a world that was racist, violent and exploitative. The
      very ordinance that legislated their recruitment outlined a range of restrictive employment conditions. These
      included preventing Chinese miners from leaving the compound without a permit and for more than 48 hours; the
      exclusion of Chinese labourers from all skilled work and an absolute restriction on trading or owning any
      property.5 While sources from the Chinese miners themselves are quite limited, it is clear from
      the records of the Chamber of Mines that the conditions of employment were unbearable for many. Gary Kynoch
      quotes figures from the first four years of the Chinese mining presence, showing that there were ‘145 murders,
      124 suicides, 28 state executions, 17 killed during the commission of “outrages” – crimes committed off mine
      premises – and 268 deaths directly related to opium use’.6 Alienated by
      their inability to speak English, separated from their destitute families in China and forced into submission by
      Chinese policemen, miners regularly tried to desert their employment.7
    


    
      On the mines and in the compounds, however, many Chinese migrant groups formed hierarchies and factions, often
      based on gambling conflicts and criminal networks that operated both on and off the mines. There was also a lot
      of unrest and opposition to working conditions, the most significant being the 1905 go-slows and strikes. On 29
      March 1905, a group of Chinese miners at North Randfontein Mine initiated a go-slow strike, refusing to drill
      more than 13 inches of rock per day, less than half of the average daily amount.8 Eventually,
      the managers on the mine agreed to raise the wages of the miners, but they also initiated the practice of ‘piece
      work’ for hammer-men, giving them a bonus for drilling more than 36 inches and thereby incentivising harder work
      and increasing production rates.
    


    
      However, by 1907, there was pressure on the Transvaal government and mine-owners to repatriate the Chinese
      miners. This pressure came from a number of different quarters. Locally, white miners and traders had always felt
      uncomfortable with the Chinese presence on the mines because of the jobs they were perceived to be stealing and
      the money they were remitting out of the country. And with the British Liberal Party in power from 1906, the
      ‘Chinese Slavery’ campaign was reinvigorated to pressure capital to stop employing Chinese workers under
      ‘slave-like conditions’.9
    


    
      The mines were now in a far better position than they had been three years previously. The shortage of cheap
      labour had been eased by the Chinese presence and it was now possible to peg African wages to the levels set for
      the Chinese miners. At the same time, the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (Wenela)
      had become more active and effective in recruiting cheap black labour for the mines.10 Once the
      last three-year labour contract expired in 1910, the final group of Chinese migrants were thus sent back home. In
      total, more than 63 000 men had been brought to work on the Transvaal gold mines and in six brief years, the
      ‘Chinese labour experiment’ was over.
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        Figure 8.1
      


      
        The caption reads ‘First Arrival of Chinese Coolies at East-Rand’. A handwritten note at the bottom reads: ‘How
        do you like the look of them?’
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded
      


      
        First arrival of Chinese coolies at East Rand
      


      
        Postcard, Branne, Franssen & Co 1904
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.2
      


      
        Chinese miners were housed in racially segregated compounds, though their compounds were of a higher quality
        than those of black miners
      


      
        General plan of compound for Chinese labourers Architectural drawing 1904
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.3
      


      
        Artist unrecorded Postcard of Chinese compound
      


      
        Date unrecorded
      


      
        Historical Papers Research Archive, William Cullen Library, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
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        Figure 8.4
      


      
        Photographer unrecorded
      


      
        Performers of Chinese Opera on the Rand Postcard, Hallis & Co
      


      
        Date unrecorded
      


      
        Historical Papers Research Archive, William Cullen Library, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
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        Figure 8.5
      


      
        Remittances to China Ledger of Monthly Salaries for Chinese Workers 1905-1909
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.6
      


      
        The letter reads: ‘Should it be necessary for any reason to take the finger impression of dead bodies, it must
        be borne in mind that the corpse should not be disturbed more than is absolutely necessary, and on no account
        are the fingers to be cut or mutilated. Whilst the difficulty of taking finger impressions from hands tightly
        clenched is fully realised, it must be clearly understood that no mutilation under any circumstances is
        justifiable; and Compound Managers and others wishing to carry out this practice should be warned that it is a
        penal offence, and will not be tolerated by the government.’
      


      
        Fingerprint identification letter
      


      
        Foreign Labour Department, 1906
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.7
      


      
        Form for identification of Chinese fingerprints
      


      
        Foreign Labour Department, 1907
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.8
      


      
        Form for identification of Chinese fingerprints
      


      
        Foreign Labour Department, 1907
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.9
      


      
        Many of the Chinese labourers found their time in South Africa unbearable. Not only were they far from their
        families in a hostile, alien environment, but also the working conditions were tough and they were earning very
        little. This poster notifies Chinese miners that they are free to break their contract, provided they can
        defray the costs of coming from and returning to China. In special circumstances, the poster says, the
        government will consider repatriating Chinese labourers even if they do not have sufficient funds to pay their
        employers.
      


      
        The free passage poster 1906
      


      
        Historical Papers Research Archive, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
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        Figure 8.10
      


      
        The ‘Chinese labour experiment’ caused a big stir in British politics. This is a report on the Chinese miners
        and systems of recruitment presented to parliament. 1907
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.11
      


      
        The caption below the image reads: ‘Chinese Mine Boys. A typical group of stalwart Chinese. Although good
        workers, they have of late given cause for uneasiness owing to the many disturbances that have taken place, and
        it is feared they may eventually have to be superseded by Natives.’
      


      
        Torn page from unknown book
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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        Figure 8.12
      


      
        By the end of the first set of Chinese migrants’ contracts, a decision had been taken to halt their recruitment
        and repatriate those working in the Transvaal. The Foreign Labour Department oversaw both these processes. Here
        is a letter written on 14 May 1908 to CJ Tytherleigh Esq of the Foreign Labour Department, saying ‘I have been
        directed to inform you that you have been appointed by the Superintendent to act as representative of this
        Department at Jacobs during the repatriation of the Chinese indentured labourers per ss. “Heliopolis”.’
      


      
        Foreign Labour Department, 1908
      


      
        Collection of Warren Siebrits
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      Sometime in September 1920, an unnamed African from Mozambique was killed and
      his corpse eaten by hyenas inside the Sabi Game Reserve. According to the findings of a government investigation
      launched by CL Harries, the Sub-Native Commissioner for Sibasa, the African was part of a group of labour
      recruits travelling from a place called Mpafula on the Portuguese side of the border to Punda Maria, in the
      northern section of the reserve. The group, which included the man’s son, was led by Mafuta Sitoye and Longone
      Makuleke, ‘native runners’ for the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association. Popularly known as Wenela, the
      association was a labour recruitment agency founded in 1900 by the Chamber of Mines to help the mining industry
      meet its needs. The runners’ job was to accompany recruits from the Portuguese territory through the reserve to a
      pickup point in the northern section of the sanctuary, from where the workers would be sent by donkey wagons,
      trucks and trains to mines in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Every member of the September 1920 group,
      except the unnamed man, was a contracted recruit, meaning each had signed a contract to work on the mines for at
      least 18 months. The man had decided to travel with the group in order to visit friends on the South African side
      of the border. However, while the group was walking through the reserve, he fell ill. His son was ordered by the
      runners to stay and look after him. Father and son slept in the bush, but the next day, the runners came back and
      ordered the son to leave his father behind and proceed with them to Punda Maria, as he had contractual
      obligations to meet. The son duly left his father and moved on to Punda Maria. Meanwhile, the father was
      abandoned for ten days and ‘left to suffer and await death at the spot where he first took ill’.1 The two runners passed him often during those ten days as they ferried recruits back
      and forth through the reserve. In a letter to the magistrate of Louis Trichardt, dated 5 October 1920, Harries
      said:
    


    
      This in itself is bad enough, but when one thinks of runner Mafuta passing by later with other gangs of recruits
      and making no attempt to get the suffering old man to some place where he could get shelter and attention, the
      matter leaves a very deplorable impression on one’s mind.2
    


    
      Harries wanted the case investigated and action taken against ‘those who have acted in this inhumane manner’. He
      also wanted the magistrate to complain formally to Wenela in order to prevent a recurrence. His letter contained
      a sworn statement from a constable named Jim Shifango, who said that when he arrived at the scene of the man’s
      death on 2 October 1920, his corpse ‘was more than half-eaten by hyenas’. Shifango said the dead man was on his
      way to a place called Shikundu to visit friends and added: ‘It is a shame the way [the] deceased was left to die
      out in the wilds with no shelter of any sort over him and no one to look after him. At least his son might have
      been allowed to remain with him.’
    


    
      The magistrate duly took up the matter with Wenela, but the association disputed the charges of neglect and
      inhumane conduct levelled at its runners. It produced a sworn statement by runner Sitoye, claiming that he gave
      the stricken man food and water and reported him to his ‘baas’. The magistrate, apparently finding Sitoye’s
      explanation unsatisfactory, again took the matter up with Wenela. When Wenela’s manager and secretary responded
      to the magistrate, he effectively blamed the dead man for bringing his fate upon himself:
    


    
      A certain number of natives, some with friends amongst the contracted natives and others having no connection
      whatever with them, for protection and company join the parties of contracted natives proceeding in charge of the
      Association’s Conductors from the Portuguese border to Louis Trichardt. No advantage of any kind of course
      accrues to the Association through these stray boys [my emphasis] – rather the reverse but it is the
      Association’s policy to assist outside natives in such circumstances where it can conveniently do so.3
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        Figure 9.1
      


      
        Penny Siopis from PRAY 2007
      


      
        Stills from digital video projection, 2 mins, 48 secs, sound Collection of Penny Siopis, courtesy of Stevenson
        Gallery, Cape Town
      

    


    
      The secretary’s reference to ‘stray boys’, with its evocation of stray
      animals, is telling. It suggests that the dead man had been without an ‘owner’: domesticated perhaps, but under
      no one’s control. The secretary said one of the runners did in fact ask the recruits he was transporting to help
      him carry the stricken man to a place of safety, ‘but the boys in the gang refused, perhaps not unnaturally, to
      carry him’. He said they could have done more,
    


    
      but it is, I am afraid, asking too much to expect natives, whether in the employ of the Association, or anyone
      else, to evince the same initiative and sense of humanity in such circumstances as would be expected from a
      European, and it is difficult to see in what way the Association can possibly give instructions to their native
      servants which will provide for every contingency.4
    


    
      The secretary said while Wenela wished to assist so-called stray Africans passing through the reserve, it was not
      responsible for them. He suggested that, in future, ‘stray’ Africans who fell ill in the reserve be made the
      wards of the warden: ‘The responsibility of attending to the native will then lie with the Ranger as a Government
      official, and also as the representative of the Native Affairs Department.’
    


    
      What this tragedy brings to light are various aspects of the park’s complex social history. The dead man’s fate
      highlights two facets of the relationship between Africans and the park: the matter of Africans for whom the park
      was, despite the inherent dangers, a zone of movement and the lives of the thousands of Africans for whom the
      park was a transit point between their homes and the mines in South Africa’s burgeoning cities. This chapter
      examines these aspects of the park’s social history, focusing in particular on the migrant labourers.
    


    
      The dead man was a ‘stray’ because he had no ‘baas’. He did not fit into any of the categories that would have
      been immediately understood by park officials and those in Wenela’s head office in Johannesburg. He was neither a
      poacher nor a labourer. But he was clearly not the only one to see the park as a zone of movement. Reserve warden
      James Stevenson-Hamilton observed in a report in 1903: ‘There is a good deal of native traffic between the
      Crocodile and Sabi [rivers], Natives going from working in Komati Poort and Barberton chiefly, or people on the
      Crocodile [River] visiting their friends north of the Sabi or at Kraals under the Drakensberg, and vice
      versa.’5 The Africans Stevenson-Hamilton saw moving through the reserve were part of a
      historical network of flows and paths stretching over great distances.
    


    
      The reserve straddled one of the most significant corridors for southern Africa’s migrant labour system. About
      360 kilometres in length and 60 kilometres at its widest, it covered a long narrow strip in the north-eastern
      corner of South Africa, with Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) to the north and Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique) to the
      east. Through this corridor moved animals and people, especially migrant labourers. The migrant labour system had
      been in place since the discovery of diamonds in Kimberley in 1868, with Mozambique proving to be one of the most
      fertile recruiting grounds for the mining industry. Young men from Mozambique’s southern provinces came to South
      Africa in droves to work on the diamond, gold and coal mines of South Africa. Historian Patrick Harries says the
      popularity of migrant labour in southern Mozambique was connected to political warring within the Gaza kingdom,
      ecological crises, generational and gender disputes over resources and the resultant need by young men to earn
      money independently of the senior men who held chiefly and political authority.6 These
      migrants were pioneers of southern Africa’s industrial working class.
    


    
      Working in the mines offered these migrants a chance to start their own families and to free themselves from the
      clutches of their fathers and uncles, who controlled such resources as the cattle needed to pay the bride-wealth
      necessary to get married. Another important factor behind the men’s migrancy to the mines in South Africa was, as
      Peter Alexander says, ‘the desire to avoid xibalo (forced labour for
      the Portuguese), which, in common with wage labour in Lourenço Marques and elsewhere, paid considerably less than
      work on the mines and collieries’.7 Even though mine work was difficult and dangerous, it was
      still considered better than forced labour. So much so that, between 1886 and 1936, the majority of the Africans
      working on the mines came from Mozambique.
    


    
      Running the gauntlet of modernity
    


    
      By 1906, Wenela had built what Alexander calls an ‘extensive recruiting network’ in southern Mozambique: ‘Runners
      and recruiters guided and transported recruits by foot, sea and rail, between receiving stations, camps and
      compounds, towards their final destinations on the mines and collieries’.8 But what was
      it like to be a part of this network? Mining was an unpleasant business. As Leonard Thompson says, it was
      ‘arduous, unhealthy and dangerous’.9 The heat was intense and the stopes from which the ore was
      mined so narrow that, as Thompson says, workers had to crouch to get to it. Yet migrants kept coming. Wenela
      employed an army of recruiters called mine labour agents to find workers. The mining industry needed cheap labour
      because, with the price of gold fixed by the gold standard, there was little that mine-owners could control by
      way of costs, except what they paid their workers, especially Africans. African workers tried to improve their
      lot by going on strike numerous times in the early years of the industry. On the whole, their struggles did not
      succeed. For not only were they going against the owners, they were also challenging white workers who insisted,
      sometimes violently, on a white monopoly on skilled work. Recruiting workers was highly competitive and
      difficult, especially in the first decades of the gold mining industry. David Yudelman and Alan Jeeves describe
      these early days:
    


    
      The mine labour agents had to be active and aggressive in acquiring their workers. They and their black and white
      assistants, styled runners, invaded the black rural areas to entice workers to sign up for the Rand. Fathers were
      induced to contract their children; chiefs to mobilize their followers; storekeepers to dispatch their debtor
      customers; white brigands connived with the mines to hijack workers bound for other employment.10
    


    
      Having found and signed up their recruits, labour agents had to move them quickly and efficiently to the mines. A
      runner’s job was to deliver recruits on time to depots, from where they would be put on trains and sent to the
      mines. Runners worked under intense pressure for relatively little pay. In 1918, a runner earned two pounds, ten
      shillings a month.11 This begins to explain why Sitoye and Makuleke abandoned the old
      man and did not let his son stay with him. Until 1900, when Wenela was founded, recruitment was a ‘scandalously
      wasteful and expensive system’.12 By 1910, the mining industry needed about 200 000 recruits a
      year.13 Every healthy recruit counted. But labour agents would sometimes dupe recruits into
      signing contracts they did not understand or agents would ‘poach’ recruits from one another. Wenela introduced
      ‘order’ to the system. But travelling to the mines was still a perilous journey for migrants:
    


    
      Once en route to the rand, an African would typically pass through the hands of two or three labour ‘touts’ (in
      effect having been sold from one to the next) before he reached his destination. Those who arrived safely at the
      mines after running a gauntlet of avaricious labour agents, government officials, predatory farmers and actual
      thieves, met a new set of horrors.14
    


    
      Conservation and mining: An odd couple?
    


    
      Where did the Kruger National Park fit into this story of movement and peril? To ask this is to raise a question
      about the relationship between the park and the mining industry, the National Parks Board and the Chamber of
      Mines. Simply put, the relationship between the park and the mining industry was characterised by what one mining
      industry official called ‘the most friendly co-operation’.15 While
      Stevenson-Hamilton was, on the whole, opposed to industry and what he saw as
      industry’s generally grubby designs on the park, he was friendly towards the mining industry.16 In fact, Wenela built one of the first roads in the park in 1920. The road, in the
      northern section of the park, was intended to improve the transportation of recruits from Portuguese territory.
      The road proved so useful that Wenela offered the National Parks Board an annual subsidy of five hundred pounds,
      ‘in consideration of the wear and tear caused by their heavy busses traveling in all weathers and several times a
      week’.17
    


    
      Furthermore, the association was granted government permission in the 1920s to set up recruitment and processing
      camps in the park. The main camp was established in Pafuri in the north, with five rest camps set up at 25-mile
      intervals between Pafuri and a town north-west of the reserve called Louis Trichardt (Makhado). A wagon transport
      service was established in April 1921, covering the 130 miles between Pafuri and Louis Trichardt. A journey cost
      twelve pounds, but the sick travelled for free.18 By June
      1922, the Pafuri road was handling 3 500 recruits a year. About 600 recruits came from Massengeri, a recruitment
      depot on the Mozambican side of the border, while a route that connected Maplanguene in Mozambique to Acornhoek
      and Zoekmekaar, two major towns on the South African side of the border, handled 3 000 recruits a year. All three
      routes traversed the park. As W Gemmill, Wenela’s manager and secretary, put it in 1922: ‘Half of these boys
      would be lost to the Industry if those routes did not exist.’19 One of the
      Wenela camps, Isweni, was donated to the Kruger National Park in 1941 and converted to a ranger station. The
      camps were crucial to the recruitment of labour. In 1918, for example, when Wenela set up camp at Pafuri, about 2
      000 recruits were sourced from the park’s northern area by unregistered labour recruiters alone. But roads in the
      park transported more than recruits. They were also key to the development of the reserve as a tourist
      destination. Furthermore, migrants who went through the park would work briefly for the park to earn their pass
      and then move on to the mines. Wenela used the park to transport its recruits. In this sense, Wenela and the
      reserve benefited each other.
    


    
      The park and the Chamber of Mines did not simply see themselves as friendly organisations. They also saw
      themselves as extensions of the state in territorial South Africa. To borrow words used by historian Jane
      Carruthers in a slightly different context, Wenela and the park saw their roles as being important for the
      ‘demonstration of white authority over Africans’.20 The
      creation of the Kruger National Park cemented laws imposed by the South African Republic banning Africans from
      hunting, owning firearms and keeping hunting dogs. ‘Wildlife protection … played a role in creating a proletariat
      as the industrialization of the Transvaal began at the turn of the century,’ says Carruthers, by limiting African
      access to land and independent livelihoods within the borders of the Transvaal.21
    


    
      This does not mean, however, that the Kruger National Park and the mining industry worked in concert, with the
      one churning out proletarians and the other gobbling them up as soon as they were produced. Rather, a similarity
      lay in the ways in which both the Kruger National Park and the Chamber of Mines saw their operations as allowing
      for the projection and broadcasting of colonial power in places where it had only existed on paper before.
      Officials of the Kruger National Park and Wenela believed that their existence took colonial authority into
      remote corners of the African hinterland. AJ Limebeer, secretary of the Gold Producers’ Committee of the Chamber
      of Mines, said in a memorandum of 1943:
    


    
      The opening up of the Pafuri area is an example of the exploratory work carried out by the WNLA [Wenela]. Before
      the association’s advent, Pafuri was accessible from the Union [of South Africa] only at certain times of the
      year, and always with difficulty. From the Portuguese side it was practically inaccessible. The nearest
      Portuguese officials, at Massengena, Secualacuola [sic] and Mapao would often not meet another European
      in six months.22 In the words of Limebeer,
      European power and control were measured by the presence of white bodies on the ground. Six months was too long
      to go without meeting a European. In that period, Africans may develop subversive behaviours or evidence too much
      agency. The colonial state could not allow that. So Wenela came into the breach, by making Pafuri accessible and
      European power visible.
    


    
      This was not the only instance in which Wenela saw its presence in explicitly political terms. In the 1940s,
      Wenela recalled the role it played in the ‘taming’ of remote corners of northern South Africa and the Kruger
      National Park. The association said that until it moved into the northern section of the country, the area was a
      ‘hotbed for illicit labour recruiting, poaching, robbery, and every kind of illegality on the part of various
      undesirables, who had for long haunted that part of the country beyond the reach of any police’.23 This was an explicit acknowledgment of how Wenela saw itself in relation to state
      power, on the one hand, and ‘undesirables’, on the other. That this statement echoed Stevenson-Hamilton’s claim
      that the park controlled a place where ‘no other adequate control existed’ is testament to the similarity between
      the Kruger National Park and the Chamber of Mines.24 Limebeer
      put it this way:
    


    
      It was the advent of the WNLA [Wenela] and the stationing of their agents at Pafuri and in the neighbouring parts
      of Portuguese East Africa with the establishment of a regular transport service by donkey wagon from Pafuri to
      Zoekmekaar, which proved the main factor in putting the undesirables out of business, and within a year or two
      they had all faded away.25
    


    
      Limebeer’s letter was written to celebrate a ‘20-year connection’ between the Kruger National Park and Wenela and
      mentioned the thousands of recruits transported through the park to the mines:
    


    
      There have been practically no complaints in regard to the behaviour of any natives in charge of the WNLA
      [Wenela]. Its vehicles have for years carried gratis the posts and parcels – often quite heavy consignments – of
      the Board and of the Rangers of all sections … between their various stations and the railway at Rubbervale and
      Zoekmekaar.26
    


    
      The arrangement was also of benefit to the park. When Wenela donated a camp called Isweni to the park in 1941 as
      a ‘mark of appreciation of the facilities and privileges accorded to the association over a long period’, this
      proved ‘a source of profit to the park’, especially its staff. The camp, which came complete with ‘two
      single-roomed bungalows, mosquito-proofed, and was built of brick and concrete’, cost two hundred and twenty-six
      pounds sterling and had a book value of one hundred and nineteen pounds sterling.27
    


    
      Clandestine emigrants
    


    
      There is a gap between how agencies such as the Kruger National Park and the Chamber of Mines viewed themselves
      and migrant labourers and how Africans formally under the control of these agencies saw themselves and the
      agencies. We see displays of African agency not only in the reports from Stevenson-Hamilton complaining about
      poaching and trespassing by Portuguese Africans; we also see it in perennial complaints by Wenela officials about
      Africans making their way through the park to the mines and other places of employment without sanction from
      Wenela. For example, in a 1943 letter, a Portuguese official named Luis Costa alerted a senior official to ‘an
      ever increasing flow of clandestine emigration’ from the Portuguese side to South Africa.28
    


    
      By July 1943, complaints about ‘clandestine emigration’ or ‘clandestine natives’ were becoming so common that
      Limebeer, the same secretary of the Gold Producers’ Committee, felt moved to write to his officials to explain
      that a ‘clandestine emigrant’ was in fact a technical term used by the Portuguese ‘and should not be taken necessarily to imply the ordinary meaning of the word clandestine, which is
      something underhand, hidden or secret’. Limebeer went on to explain that far from being subversive, ‘the flow of
      voluntary labour from Portuguese territory to adjoining countries is a normal, open proceeding throughout the
      whole of Portuguese East and West Africa’.29 However,
      Limebeer’s explanation did nothing to put his colleagues at ease. In June 1948, a Wenela official named Chapman
      wrote:
    


    
      There is very little new in the situation and the natives continue to cross over without restraint. The Chef de
      Posto [Portuguese official in charge of an area], Massingir, complained bitterly that he had repeatedly sent more
      than two reports to headquarters over the past three years drawing the attention of the Authorities to the
      increasing number of natives crossing the border … I met a number of small parties of natives obviously making
      their way across the border. The composition of these parties never varied – one or two adults, usually
      experienced mine natives, and two or three youths between 15 and 17 years of age. In no case did they admit to me
      that they intended to cross the border.30
    


    
      He went on to explain that the majority of clandestine natives ‘have found avenues of employment where wages are
      as high or higher than on the mines, and what is of more importance on their return they are not deprived of
      their earnings … by deductions on account of fares, customs etc.’ Africans making their way to South Africa did
      not have to pay Wenela transportation costs. They could also avoid the collection of taxes at the border post,
      holding on to all of their earnings. But these patterns of migration should not have come as a surprise to
      Wenela. Flows, connections and movements had always defined the border area. In fact, even Stevenson-Hamilton was
      forced to concede in the early days of the park that there were strong connections, blood ties even, between
      Africans who lived on either side of the border, making it a zone of transition. But the permeability of the
      border and the freedom of action did not mean that Africans could exist outside of the colony. They might have
      lived in and on the border, but they still needed passes to get from where they lived to the South African towns
      where the jobs were. They still needed to work in order to meet the obligations imposed on them by the state. But
      their employment options were not limited to the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. In 1960, a Wenela district
      manager spoke of a ‘vast labour force desiring employment along the [Kruger] Park boundaries’. The manager urged
      his bosses to lobby South Africa’s minister of labour to speak to his Portuguese counterpart about regulating the
      status of this vast source of labour:
    


    
      This will ensure the continuance of these industrial and mining enterprises which are dependent on Portuguese
      clandestine labour for their existence … The WNLA would, in no way, be losers if this formality becomes legalised
      as the labour force concerned wish to have a short period near home where their wives can visit them between the
      longer contracts on the Free State mines.31
    


    
      Africans who moved between the borders and found their own way to workplaces often acted on the basis of
      intelligence that travelled with people as they moved back and forth. Through this intelligence, they knew where
      the jobs were, which job paid what and when it made sense to sign up with Wenela. Many even knew that one of the
      best ways to acquire the much sought-after pass was to travel through the park, get yourself arrested and then
      provide unpaid labour for two weeks before being sent on your way with the necessary pass. ‘Clandestine
      emigration’ continued to be a serious issue for Wenela and state officials, whose primary concern was the
      management and regulation of African labour and the control of African movement. In fact, the issue continued to be such a problem that in November 1959, a Wenela official reacted
      angrily to a newspaper report about clandestine emigration to South Africa:
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      This thoughtless report has virtually made the Park, as a whole, the scapegoat of a position that the Bantu
      Affairs Department could not handle, and had no idea how to approach it. The illegal practice of obtaining unpaid
      labour has been in existence since time immemorial, willingly accepted by natives who don’t possess the ready
      cash to pay [five shillings] to pass through the park in search of work.32
    


    
      He listed the steps taken by the park to contain the problem. There was no longer work for 14-day labourers,
      males needed passports to go through the park and African women were no longer allowed to pass through the park
      under any circumstances. But the official was not happy with this last injunction:
    


    
      This has created great hardship on those Portuguese native females living adjacent to the border who wish to have
      medical attention, or hospitalization, or who wish to visit husbands working at Consolidated Murchison or Fosker
      [two mines close to the Kruger National Park]. This means the Natives will be forced to be dishonest with our
      organization, for which they really cannot be blamed.33
    


    
      To understand why the Wenela official reacted angrily to the report, one must first understand how so-called
      clandestine emigration benefited both the Kruger National Park and Wenela. As Carruthers points out, the
      connection between the park and the mining industry did not provide the park with labour directly. Illegal
      immigrants were arrested or voluntarily gave themselves up to the warden, who was also a special justice of the
      peace. The immigrants were arrested and put to work in the park during their imprisonment. At the end of their
      term in jail, they were granted a pass that allowed them to seek employment in the mines and elsewhere. This
      ‘casual system of labour’ was not without fault. Park staff did not keep criminal records, for one. In 1924, the
      park responded to complaints about this by introducing mobile prisons that were moved around the park to where
      labour was needed. The institution was ended in 1926 when South Africa and Portugal signed a new labour
      convention.34 By the 1950s, the situation was such that Wenela’s district manager for Zoekmekaar
      was able to report:
    


    
      All natives found within the Park boundaries are closely interrogated as to their reason for being in the Park.
      If they state that they are proceeding to the mines they proceed to Zoekmekaar. If they state their object is to
      reach Lowveld farmers or mines along the Escarpment they are automatically charged a fee to pass through the
      Park. If they have no money to pay for their permits they are automatically charged and convicted as trespassers,
      the punishment being a period of labour.35
    


    
      The official added that he was unaware how arrested natives were distributed by the park to serve their
      sentences. The official’s point apparently came in response to suggestions that park officials might have set
      themselves up as labour recruiters. ‘I cannot imagine the Park Authorities becoming involved in recruiting
      natives for sundry employers,’ he said. The official was correct. The park did not become a labour recruitment
      agency, but its actions came close to blurring distinctions between itself and Wenela.
    


    
      ‘Well-dressed’ Africans on the move
    


    
      On 30 July 1950, two ‘educated, well-dressed’ Africans from Mozambique who had travelled through the park via
      Pafuri to Zoekmekaar – a major terminus west of the park for the transportation of migrant labourers – were
      rejected as potential recruits and sent back to Mozambique.36 The two men
      had travelled from Mozambique on lorries operated by the Wenela. T Carruthers, the association’s district manager
      for Zoekmekaar, turned the men back after being told by fellow recruits that the men had
      boasted to them during their ride through the park that they had no intention of going to the mines and were
      merely using the association’s transport services to get to the Transvaal. Word of Carruthers’s decision reached
      the Johannesburg headquarters of the mining company for which he worked. The administrator chided Carruthers for
      his decision, saying he was ‘under moral obligation to send these two natives to the Rand and not to reject
      them’.37 GO Lovett, Carruthers’s boss, tried to explain:
    


    
      Mr. Carruthers sent for [the two Africans] and found that they were educated, well-dressed Natives. He questioned
      them and asked for all their papers. Then he discovered that they had Transvaal passes and had previously worked
      two or three times for private employers in Pretoria. The inference that they were fraudulently using the
      Association was obvious and, consequently, he had no hesitation in rejecting them.38
    


    
      Lovett backed Carruthers ‘as this practice of using the Association as a means of leaving Portuguese territory
      without any intention of carrying out their obligations is one that has grown recently and is to be guarded
      against.39 The above story brings to view at least two of the migrants for whom the park was a
      zone of movement, fluidity and permeable borders. What emerges from their story is a lesson about how even in the
      interstices of colonial power, Africans were able to carve out spaces of autonomy. This is not to valorise
      African agency or to make it more profound than it might have been. It is, rather, to say that colonial authority
      itself was not as absolute as it sometimes presented itself. It is also to call attention to the fact that the
      railways and associated modes of transport did not only serve to construct an imaginary geography of white
      nationhood. They also helped Africans negotiate complex relations with modern South Africa.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      This chapter is concerned with the relationship between the Chamber of Mines and the National Parks Board, the
      Kruger National Park and Wenela. It shows the complex connections between capitalism and conservation in colonial
      and apartheid South Africa. It looks at the (indirect) role played by officials of the Kruger National Park and
      its predecessor, the Sabi Game Reserve, in the advent of industrial capitalism in southern Africa. In particular,
      it highlights the relationship between the migrant labour system and the Kruger National Park as a zone of
      movement and as a transit corridor for migrant labourers moving back and forth between colonial South Africa and
      Portuguese East Africa. This was not a straightforward relationship, to be sure. This chapter is set, ultimately,
      against readings of the Kruger National Park that insist on seeing the park as a pristine wilderness untouched
      and unaffected by the advent and development of industrial capitalism in southern Africa. Far from being a
      natural hotspot removed from the messiness of industrial capitalism, the Kruger National Park was in fact an
      important part of the story of capitalism in southern Africa. It was a key part of the economic, social and
      political development of this region.
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      Just below the foothills of the northern Drakensberg mountain range, where it
      forms an arc around the lowveld, lay a number of scattered settlements, including Makharingwe, Mafarana,
      Morogolotsi and Banana. This was the agriculturally favoured, western part of the rural Letaba district, which
      became drier, less hospitable and more sparsely populated further east and north. ‘Village’ is hardly the right
      word for these settlements as they were in the 1930s and 1940s, when the nearest neighbour could live two
      kilometres away and the bush encroached on the fields and gardens surrounding each homestead. There were few
      ‘village’ shops and many people had to walk more than a day to buy the luxuries they supplied. The route to the
      shops from these scattered settlements was normally a footpath through the bush, as there were very few roads.
      Only the wealthiest families had scotch-carts, a few more had horses and the sound of a motorbike or car had
      people running in terror from what could only be the ‘Boers’. Many of the roads were impassable during the rainy
      season. The only public transport out of the district was a hair-raising train ride, endured in grim silence
      until the mountain passes were safely cleared, when the mood was lightened by relieved laughter and chatting.
    


    
      These ‘villages’ were home to a number of old women, born in the 1920s and 1930s, who now live in Dan Village,
      where they were moved during the villagisation schemes of the 1960s. Most grew up in the low-lying, but
      relatively fertile lands in the area governed by Muhlaba, head of the Nkuna tribal authority, but some grew up
      further away in the ‘Sotho’ areas, closer to the foothills of the Drakensburg. I interviewed a few of these women
      in 2012 and others were interviewed for me by Ripfumelo Mushwana, the granddaughter of one of the
      women.1 Their life stories, particularly their descriptions of life in the 1930s and 1940s,
      form the basis of this chapter, along with documentary material from the period.
    


    
      Using these interviews, I look at labour migrancy from the perspective of the homesteads that lay scattered in
      this region. That migrants’ remittances were ‘the life-blood of the reserve economy’ is well known.2 Here I show in more detail the impact that migrants’ remittances had on people’s
      lives, in particular how they could make the difference between poverty and insecurity and a modicum of comfort
      and personal pride. But migrants’ remittances should not only be seen as a supplement to a household’s
      livelihood, however important this aspect is. Patrick Harries developed the idea of ‘mobility as a resource’ in
      ‘struggling against a fate dominated by nature’.3 In the
      second half of this chapter, I show how migrancy helped people to survive during the drought crisis of 1947 to
      1951, when famine killed millions across the African continent, while South Africa, although also afflicted by
      grinding drought and famine conditions in places, was spared equivalent rates of mortality.
    


    
      A view from the homestead
    


    
      When the women were girls, their days began early, around 3 am, with a walk to the nearest river to collect
      water. They wore nothing but a didina, which was a small cloth for modesty. Women wore the hessian sacks
      used to package maize, which doubled up as a bed and blanket at night. After collecting water came cooking and
      cleaning, then working in the fields or watching the cattle and collecting firewood and wild food from the bush.
    


    
      They went down to the river to wash, using the leaves of dinda (devil thorn), which formed a lather when
      rubbed together with water. To moisturise their skins, women used rendered fat from pigs, to which was added
      special herbs to take away the smell. Lunch was papa (maize meal porridge), perhaps with cows’ or goats’
      milk, if you were very lucky or if it was during the late summer months of abundance, otherwise it was what you
      could find nearby: wild fruit, grasshoppers, termites and other plants known by locals.4 A favourite treat was local wild fruits or tasty marula nuts. Children might also
      snack on dried moroho (a spinach-like plant), dried maize meal or groundnuts from their mother’s food
      store. The long afternoons the girls spent in the bush included time for play
      with the boys, who terrorised them. Away from adult eyes, the bush was their playground and when they got older,
      the meeting place for romantic liaisons.
    


    
      Not many children attended school. Daily chores were far more pressing than education in households that relied
      on the labour of children, in a time and place where you had to grow food in order to eat. Usually, not all
      siblings in a family attended school. Someone needed to stay home and help with chores and farming. Getting to
      school was a challenge in itself, as schools were sometimes as much as ten kilometres away. Some children also
      found it embarrassing to attend school if they had no clothing except didina or rags. Physical abuse, by
      teachers towards children, was not uncommon. There is little doubt, too, that performance at school would have
      been affected by malnourishment, particularly in the winter and spring, before summer crops and fruit ripened. As
      one interviewee said, if you hadn’t brought lunch from home – ‘scofftin’ – you’d have to fend for yourself and
      pickings could be slim.5 That said, wild foods such as termites and marula nuts were highly
      nutritious and children growing up in this area may well have been better off than their counterparts in drier,
      less fertile or more overcrowded areas.
    


    
      The seasonal availability and unavailability of food was a hard reality. In a good year, when some women could
      harvest as many as 50 bags of maize, they sang: ‘Hunger, you died, my children they will survive.’ To put this
      amount in perspective, consider the 1 000 bags of sorghum, 570 bags of maize and 200 bags of sunflower seeds that
      the phenomenally successful sharecropper Kas Maine and family reaped as their own share at the pinnacle
      of their success in 1948.6 Using hoes (only occasionally ploughs) and local, possibly inferior
      seed on sometimes marginal land, yields were limited.7
    


    
      Getting out of poverty
    


    
      There were systemic causes of generally low production over the whole of South Africa. Thanks to the various
      South African governments’ racist land policies over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
      reserve areas were increasingly cramped and there was widespread displacement of African households. In parts of
      the reserve areas and rural locations, the veld was denuded and erosion ate away at potentially arable land. But
      it must also be recognised that at the homestead level, production was always in flux. The size of a household,
      the gender of children and the age of household members – in other words, the amount of labour available in any
      particular season – determined the fortunes or hardship of a homestead, which was the primary unit of production.
      This is not taking into account the relative quality of the soil, the incidence of poor rains, crop disease,
      locusts and hail storms. Low maize yields were also the result of intercropping as a security against the failure
      of one crop and the necessity to grow different foods for a more varied diet. As other occupations such as
      education and employment in urban areas became important routes to relative prosperity, this also had an impact
      on the amount of time and effort spent on rural production. In the daily cycle of production, women, men and
      children walking from one field to the next took time, watching cattle could be a full-time job and there were
      many other daily tasks to perform.
    


    
      There were, of course, wealthier families, but these were few. Society was stratified and there were different
      levels of poverty and well-being. Beyond a certain level of structural social stratification, a single
      household’s material circumstances could change over years or even over one year. A woman wearing a sack and
      eating grass one year could be wearing fine clothes and eating papa and meat another, as rural women’s
      life histories make abundantly clear.
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        Figure 10.1
      


      
        Julius Mfethe Woman carrying firewood 1995
      


      
        Wood, sticks, string 26.5 × 6.8 × 14.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 10.2
      


      
        Julius Mfethe Seeder 1995
      


      
        Wood, poker work 11.2 × 42 × 16.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      It is here that migrancy played a particularly important role in improving
      material circumstances and relative wealth. Migrants’ earnings and remittances were small compared to other
      wages, particularly those of white people, and were eaten away by tax, but the little remaining money went a long
      way for people in rural areas. As Mdabazi Shingange explained: ‘If your husband can buy you a T-shirt, you’re the
      wife of a rich person. If he can send you R2, you are the wife of a chief.’8 It was
      usually only those with money, normally acquired from migrants’ wages, who could afford luxuries such as soap and
      Vaseline, candles, paraffin, clothing, blankets, beads, tea and coffee, salt, sugar and maize. Some women
      exchanged bags of maize for items such as beads, tea and sugar, but maize bartered for these goods often had to
      be bought back with cash from the trader at a premium later in the season, when food stores ran low. Bartering
      maize may have been a way for women to acquire certain goods while their husbands or other male relatives were
      away and before they acquired cash from remittances. Alternatively, they could earn money from their own seasonal
      labour on nearby white farms or ask a favour from a better-off relative or friend.
    


    
      Western-style clothing was particularly important. Without clothing, people felt the stigma of being poor in an
      increasingly materialistic and wealthy world. Although speaking of experiences in Lesotho, rather than Letaba,
      Mpho Matsepo Nthunya’s published life history strikingly reveals this stigma and the hardship of being poor. She
      also shows the strong link between having a migrant father or husband and being materially well off. After years
      of grinding maize for the chief’s wife and receiving nothing but a handful of maize in return at the end of the
      day, Mpho’s mother Valeria finally got news from her husband. Having gone through periods of chronic hunger,
      sometimes resorting to eating a porridge made from the seeds of threshed grass, this meant a fundamental change
      in their lives. Mpho describes how she felt, after joining her father in Germiston, where she would stay until
      she married:
    


    
      I was like a person in a dream. I had new food, new clothes, many things I never saw before. I was happy to see
      this new life for me and my mother, because I was always wondering if my mother told the truth when she said I’ve
      got a father. I asked, ‘But if I have a father, why don’t we have nice things for Easter and Christmas, like
      other children who have fathers?’ Easter was a very big day at that time, especially if you have a husband or a
      father. Everything will be new. We will see a person in church wearing these nice new things, and we will say,
      ‘Her father is working in Gauteng’.9
    


    
      Her mother one day returned to Lesotho and attended a church service. The response she received was incredulity
      and admiration from those who had always seen her as poor and downtrodden: ‘Look at Valeria, how much of a lady
      she is now, and how pretty.’
    


    
      They see that when you are poor and you have no food, you cannot help being ugly. Your skin looks tired and your
      diet is bad, so there is no shining on the skin but only dullness. It is also because your heart is always sad
      and you have no peace, so there is no shining from the inside either. You would like to be healthy and smiling
      like others, and you try to hold up your head and be grateful to be alive, but you are troubled in many ways and
      you cannot be beautiful. Yet if you have a little money, and you eat well, you can have an ugly face but no one
      will see that it is ugly. If there is peace in you, and health, you look beautiful.10
    


    
      The drought of 1947 to 1951
    


    
      From time to time, this already precarious existence was threatened by the onset of severe drought. Drought is a
      regular occurrence in Africa and in ‘normal’ times, African societies had ways to cope. In the past, some of the
      agricultural production from every year was stored in specially built grain huts as ‘insurance’ and people made
      greater use of the wide variety of edible and nutritious wild foods that survive drought
      conditions. Trade, migration and migrancy were all important factors in coping with environmental capriciousness.
      But every now and then, drought occurs when there has already been a food shortage for whatever reason, due to
      war, poor production or natural calamities. Or rains fail for a third season, by which time streams are long
      since dry, dams and irrigation canals are empty; the only water available is for human consumption and to get it
      you have to dig. These are times when famine looms.
    


    
      The elderly women interviewed by Ripfumelo Mushwana remember the experience of drought and the hardships they
      endured. In recounting their experiences, I may inadvertently conflate different periods of drought because the
      women did not normally refer to specific years and the same general drought period can be experienced more
      severely in different places at different times. They are most likely referring to one of the severe droughts
      that took place during the very dry decades of the 1930s and 1940s. In particular, the most severe drought years
      were 1936, 1942 and 1947 to 1951. In 1951, an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease compounded the already bad
      situation because cattle could not be moved from the district to sell or seek greener pastures. In the same year,
      a local newspaper reported:
    


    
      Except for odd patches here and there and on the slopes of the Zoutpansberg the country has been converted into a
      desolate thornbush desert. Rivers are sand tracks, fountains and boreholes are drying up, mealie [maize] plants
      are ashen white and even the leaves of the trees crackle into pieces as you touch them.11
    


    
      This may have been the drought Fanisa Nwabeza Malungane was referring to when she recalled:
    


    
      Many people died with that hunger … and they didn’t take anyone to the graveyard because everybody was dying.
      There was a man who had a wife, she had a baby … this man took the breast of his wife and started drinking the
      milk from the breast, then he died. Because of hunger. It happened like that because even the trees from the bush
      were very dry, there was no makuwa, tichiri, tithunyuma, titoma, the food
      from the bush.12
    


    
      In general, however, the area did not experience widespread famine, although there were evidently some deaths.
      The questions the women were asked were: do you remember the drought? And what helped you to survive? They
      described how, when the rain failed and crops died, the women turned to their own or their mothers’ grain stores.
      In years of good production and abundant food, nearly every type of food that could be dried and stored, was:
      maize, groundnuts, moroho, locusts, mopane worms and nuts. When these stores were depleted, the women
      would use the main homestead store, belonging to the ‘owner of the house’. This was presumably the father,
      grandfather or another senior male and his senior wife. Men often had more than one wife and families lived
      together in extended kinship groups of varying organisation … and varying levels of co-operation and
      friendliness.
    


    
      At the same time, the wild bush became their garden. There were numerous wild foods that could be eaten in less
      severe drought times, from spinach-like leaves and wild herbs to fruit and roots. The black-jack weed had a
      particularly important role to play as a famine food. According to most locals, it is impossible to starve if you
      know how to find food in the bush. There was also hunting and, of course, the option of slaughtering livestock
      for meat. When cattle were on the point of starvation and it was clear no rains or recovery would occur, this is
      when they would be killed and what meat was left on their bones was dried to make biltong.
    


    
      However, during the very severe drought and in the worst affected areas, most of these options for survival were
      destroyed. When the leaves from dead trees ‘crackled into pieces’, there was no food from the bush. There was no
      grass for cattle. Many people lost entire herds, as many as 60 head of cattle – 4 to 5 animals could die in one day – and when things were very bad, people cut up and ate the rotting meat of
      dead cattle, bearing the taste and breaking taboo for the sake of eating. It was ‘the year of bones’ when the
      bones of all the animals – cattle, goats, donkeys, dogs – dead from starvation and thirst littered the roads and
      bush and were gathered by hungry adults and children. They were an unlikely form of relief, not for grinding and
      boiling for food, but to exchange for a bucket of maize meal and a little salt in the local stores. It is likely
      that this contributed to a private trade in bones for bonemeal and fertiliser.
    


    
      There was also the year called Makerere, named after a type of locust that flew, and Xigonwana,
      named after very fat locusts that did not fly.13 Although
      these locusts may have destroyed fields and were cursed by the very few farmers with irrigation and a crop in a
      drought year, they were greeted with joy by the majority of lowveld inhabitants. The locusts were a food source
      that helped people to survive and they could be gathered in large numbers and stored for a long time.
    


    
      And, finally, women could buy food from the local store, if a relative had sent home money. Explained Jane
      Hlangwane: ‘God felt sorry for his people. He made it so that they must have shops … where there are shops, those
      whose husbands were working, they will send the money.’14 This
      sentiment is echoed in a statement made by a man in famine-stricken Niger in the 1970s:
    


    
      At the present time, provided one has the means, one finds something to eat; there was no food in previous years,
      and when those who had gone to look for some returned, there were already deaths in their family. Today people
      die of hunger only if they do not have the means.15
    


    
      Having means was critical and, as the Assistant Native Commissioner of Leydsdorp noted in 1951, despite the
      failure of crops and dire cattle situation, ‘No actual shortage of money is however noticed, and there is no
      danger of starvation at present.’16 When the Department of Native Affairs created relief work in
      some areas of the Northern Transvaal, they were not too worried about the Letaba district, where there was
      ‘little dread of famine seeing that the natives have money and work is abundant’.17 In 1935, in
      the middle of the severe drought of 1933 to 1936, the Chief Native Commissioner of the Transvaal wrote: ‘It is
      fortunate that large numbers of Natives were absorbed by the mines and it is reported from several districts that
      large amounts have been remitted by Natives in such employment to their families in rural areas.’18 This helped save the state from needing to step in to prevent famine, incurring ‘a
      large expenditure of money and … administrative energy’. Similar statements had been made in previous decades to
      describe the importance of migrancy in coping with the loss of cattle and crops due to drought.19
    


    
      Megan Vaughan highlights the important role that employment had in determining who survived the famine of 1949 in
      Malawi and who suffered the most. The importance of any form of employment is recognised as a crucial element in
      preventing famine and decreasing its incidence in both India and Africa.20 Vaughan
      emphasises the importance of formal, rather than informal, employment. Those employed through the
      colonial/migrant economy had more chance of survival than those employed in the informal local economy.
    


    
      Wages and trains
    


    
      However, during difficult times, such as droughts, wages alone may not be sufficient. In periods of food
      scarcity, it is inevitable that food prices will rise and local wages may not bridge the gap. In fact, it seems
      that even though there was plenty of work offered in the Letaba district, work in Johannesburg was favoured,
      probably because of higher wages. Even during famine, there were thousands of jobs still going in the area – for
      example, on the asbestos mines in Pietersburg – and farmers still reported a labour shortage.21 In one area, a farmers’ association begged the Department of Native Affairs not to
      encourage Africans to go out to seek work to prevent starvation, fearing that the labour supply could be permanently disrupted.22 In fact,
      local employers frequently preferred to employ ‘foreign natives’ who caused less trouble, perhaps having fewer
      demands.
    


    
      During the 1933 to 1936 drought, the number of people seeking travelling passes in the Leydsdorp area was high –
      about one in every six people or one person per household.23 It was
      approximatley 1 in every 20 in the better-watered Tzaneen and Duivelskloof areas.24 Although
      the number of official passes decreased in the late 1940s, this may be more of an indication that people
      preferred to go the more informal route to get employment in Johannesburg. Most of the women interviewed had
      husbands or brothers or uncles working in the hospitality industry in Johannesburg, which the government and
      recruiting agencies did not regulate to the same extent as mining. This shift may have occurred because the
      hospitality industry offered higher wages and better working conditions than the mines.
    


    
      Apart from higher wages, there was perhaps an even more important advantage in seeking work away from home. Local
      stores received their maize supply from the Maize Control Board, but in the mid- to late 1940s, the Maize Board
      was constantly short of maize – at one stage there was only half a month’s supply and generally there was a
      deficit of 10 000 bags of maize.25 It is no surprise that the shortfall was felt by the
      inhabitants of the African reserve areas. At a 1946 conference, the Maize Control Board became an object of fury
      for officials from the Northern Transvaal Department of Native Affairs. Case after case was presented ‘of people
      sitting on the doorstep waiting for supplies. They were close to death and starvation’.26 One official recalled how he could sometimes ‘find there are 300 waiting for mealie
      [maize] meal and there is not enough for them and they have to walk back 15 miles or so without food’.27 There is no reason to think that the situation improved during the 1947 to 1951
      drought, which affected large parts of the maize-producing regions of the world. In fact, a lot of maize was not
      purchased in rural areas, but in Johannesburg and large towns. As one official remarked: ‘You can buy mealies
      [maize] anywhere and put it on the train.’28 Migrants
      not only sent money home to their families, but also sent bags of maize from the better-supplied urban areas.
      Their mobility allowed for an informal redistribution of maize from areas with larger supplies to areas of
      scarcity. This mobility of people and food was perhaps one of the most important factors in preventing
      large-scale famine in the region.
    


    
      There is no denying that in the women’s recollections of the drought, it is men returning from
      Johannesburg, rather than from work on farms or in local mines, who take the credit for helping them to
      survive. This is reflected in one song I heard:
    


    
      Yoo hoo?
    


    
      A wuye kwihi ponani majaha?
    


    
      Maelala anga lungangi
    


    
      Mali ya ndlala yi hi herere mitsengo ya vana
    


    
      Ahe Majaha.29
    


    
      Yoo hoo?
    


    
      Where were you, the home of rain?
    


    
      Drought is not good
    


    
      Hunger of money, it finishes the majority of our children
    


    
      Ahe brothers.
    


    
      Majaha, meaning ‘young man’, here is likened to the ‘home of rain’. In a conversation with the woman who
      sang the song, it was explained to me that the song is about migrants returning home and bringing money. Vaughan
      recorded a number of songs with the theme of labour migration, which also reveal the gender relations and
      gendered nature of suffering during a time of famine. With men taking the role of migrating to seek work and
      food, women were vulnerable to starvation should the men fail in their responsibilities or simply fail to return:
    


    
      What type of husband are you
    


    
      Staying at home with the women?
    


    
      The other men are off to Mwanza now
    


    
      Why not you?
    


    
      You just stay here and your only ‘work’
    


    
      Is to fondle women.30
    


    
      Another song lamented being abandoned by men during the famine of 1949:
    


    
      We have suffered this year
    


    
      Our men are divorcing us
    


    
      Oh, what shall we do with this hunger?31
    


    
      Harries, analysing folk tales from southern Mozambique, notes that ‘famine plays a central role in many of the
      stories’ and a central theme ‘is the relationship between travelling and wealth’.32 Men who did
      not leave home and spend a period of time as migrant labourers were considered boys, ‘hens’ or ‘mamaparas’ and
      received the scorn of women.33 As some of the songs make clear, not all women had husbands, or
      husbands who sent home remittances or bags of maize. A number of the women interviewed experienced this and tell
      how, although they found ways to cope, they suffered. They had to rely on male relatives – brothers,
      brothers-in-law – and often had to find work locally, as domestic workers or seasonal farm labour.
    


    
      In some accounts of the migrant labour system, there is a vision of African peasants ready to put family labour
      to the task of higher production, thwarted by the mines and inefficient white farmers who forced Africans to
      become cheap labour and prevented them from competing in agriculture. There is no doubt that the depredations of
      this broader economic and political system limited the prospects for Africans in rural areas. But what is often
      left out of these accounts is the real hardship and insecurity prevailing in rural areas. The time that women and
      children had available to work in agricultural fields was limited, as there was a multitude of daily tasks to
      perform. The forms of agriculture practised by many ordinary households were not as productive as those practised
      by ‘progressive’ farmers, using manure, irrigation and better seed. The reality was that apart from dealing with
      the tax burden, migrants’ remittances helped a great deal in tiding people over in times of seasonal scarcity and
      helped families to acquire things that gave them a sense of pride and added comfort. More vitally, migrants’
      wages were essential in surviving drought, which in its most severe form can destroy even the most capable and
      productive irrigation farmers and, in the past, caused famine and large-scale migration of starving people.
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      Zebediela is an area in the Limpopo province, situated approximately 40
      kilometres south-east of Mokopane (previously known as Potgietersrus). It is home to ethnically mixed communities
      consisting primarily of Northern Ndebele and Northern Sotho/Pedi people under the Kekana-Ndebele
      chieftaincy.1 The chiefdom of Zebediela existed as an autonomous polity until 1885 when it was
      beaconed off and demarcated as a ‘native location’ by the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR).2 In the years before it was reduced to a native location, however, groups of male
      migrants from this chiefdom had been travelling hundreds of kilometres on foot to white settlements further
      south, where they engaged in wage labour. With their earnings, they paid colonial taxes and bought guns, which
      were required to safeguard the independence of their chiefdom. In 1879, the Native Commissioner for the district
      described Zebediela as ‘rich and well-to-do’ and lamented the fact that none of the young men from this chiefdom
      would work elsewhere, other than at the diamond fields (Kimberley) where they earned higher wages.3 By the early twentieth century, however, the wages had been depressed and the flood
      of young men to the diamond fields turned into a trickle.
    


    
      In 1917, entrepreneur and financier IW Schlesinger purchased a massive tract of land on the southern side of the
      location and immediately commenced with the establishment of the Zebediela Citrus Estates. Consequently, many
      people were dispossessed of their land and turned into wage labourers. The largest undertaking of its kind in the
      southern hemisphere, the development of the Zebediela Citrus Estate (starting in 1918) and the damming of the
      Gompies River (Nkumpi), which served as a major source of water for the communities and their livestock
      downstream, caused massive displacement and disruption of people’s livelihoods in the location.4 Within a decade of the citrus estate’s establishment, the supply of labour, according
      to the estate management’s reports, had become so plentiful that many from the Zebediela location itself accepted
      wages as low as 25 shillings per month, excluding provisions.5 However, as
      the South African economy moved from a period of depression to one of rapid growth in the 1930s, the demand and
      competition for labour increased accordingly and migrants from the location once again pursued the more well-paid
      labour markets of the Witwatersrand (also referred to as the Rand or Reef).6 As the
      shortage of arable land escalated, large sections of rural communities became increasingly dependent on migrants’
      remittances. Consequently, the flow of migrant labourers from the location to the Rand increased during the 1930s
      and in the decades that followed.
    


    
      Although the people of Zebediela location have a long history of involvement in the migrant labour system, very
      little sustained research has been conducted on migrants from this area – the different employment trajectories
      that they followed, their networks and the types of collective identities that they developed in urban centres.
      In South African scholarship generally, a limited number of works have been produced on the histories of migrant
      networks, but most of them lie hidden in a series of local or regional studies. This chapter looks at patterns of
      migrancy and collective identities developed by migrants from Zebediela working on the Rand from the 1930s to the
      1970s. Using a combination of archival material and oral sources, it looks firstly at how migrants from Zebediela
      became involved in promoting a sense of Ndebele-ness from the bottom up, by establishing bodies that looked after
      their interests at home and in towns between the 1940s and 1950s. Secondly, it explores these migrants’ shifting
      identities and the growing salience of Ndebele ethnicity among them in the context of surrounding ‘homeland’
      politics in the 1960s and 1970s. The argument of this chapter revolves around the centrality of collective
      identities in safeguarding migrants’ interests. While, in the early period, Zebediela migrants on the Rand
      established a variety of burial societies plus an organisation that sought to resist the state’s interference in
      their rural homes, by the 1960s and 1970s, many saw their identities primarily in ethnic terms and played a key role in ethnic organisations that agitated for a separate Ndebele ‘homeland’.
    


    
      Burial societies, migrant associations and betterment schemes, 1930s–1950s
    


    
      By the 1930s and 1940s, the migrant labour system dominated the economy of the Zebediela area. As in neighbouring
      Sekhukhuneland further east, villagers with access to land habitually planted crops, but a constellation of
      inadequate amounts of arable land, an unpredictable climate and distances from major markets made it hard for
      farming to play a central role as a source of food and cash earnings for the villagers.7 The landless villagers had extremely limited choices: some moved as family units to
      nearby white farms where they entered into various forms of labour contract – including labour tenancy – but an
      increasing number of men from the location joined their counterparts from other reserves on their way to the
      burgeoning towns on the Reef. Most of the Zebediela migrants arrived here in clusters and took up contracts of
      between six months to a year and sometimes longer on the Rand mines. Many went to mines such as Cullinan Premier
      Mines (east of Pretoria), East Rand Premier Mines (ERPM) and Simmer and Jack in Germiston, where the majority
      worked as unskilled or general workers. Those migrants with some level of literacy – thanks to the existence of a
      number of primary schools situated in Christian villages (called setaseng, after mission stations)
      established adjacent to ‘traditionalist’ villages – quite possibly found employment as mine clerks or occupied
      other semi-skilled positions. These migrants were invariably accommodated in mine compounds and had little or no
      contact with the people living in the urban locations.
    


    
      With the booming of the economy in the post-war period and especially in the 1960s, migrants from Zebediela
      arrived on the Rand in bigger numbers and took up employment in various factories, including Iscor in Pretoria
      and Vanderbijlpark, south of Johannesburg. Many were employed by the South African Railways and various other
      industries. While some of the factories, such as Iscor and Eskom, kept their workers in their own compounds, many
      other employers provided no residential facilities and so the bulk of migrants sought accommodation in municipal
      hostels that sprouted ferociously across the length and breadth of the Rand in the 1960s. For instance, there
      were municipal hostels in Atteridgeville and Mamelodi in Pretoria, as well as in Tembisa, Springs, Daveyton,
      Katlehong, Thokoza and other townships on the East Rand, in addition to the hostels of Jeppe, Denver and George
      Koch in central Johannesburg and many more in Soweto and the Vaal Triangle.
    


    
      Before the 1960s, the vast majority of Zebediela migrants arriving on the Reef were young men; a growing number
      of women were pulled into seasonal labour on neighbouring white farms where wages were quite low. Generally,
      chiefs and elders in the community vehemently opposed female migrancy, as was the case in
      Sekhukhuneland.8 From the 1960s onwards, however, more women were engaging in
      migrancy to the Rand, as a result of increasing landlessness and dependence on migrants’ remittances, combined
      with a growing demand for female domestic workers in white suburbs.
    


    
      In the earlier decades, domestic work had been largely a male prerogative. Male migrants with some level of
      primary schooling were drawn into the kitchens and the hotel industry, as well as into hospitals as medical
      orderlies (male nurses).9 Soon after graduating from initiation school (koma) and
      upon completing his primary schooling (Standard 5 then or Grade 7 today) in 1942, Maesela William Aphane joined
      the flood of migrants to the Rand. He was assisted in finding a job by a male relative who worked in the kitchens
      in Pretoria. He was employed as a ‘scullery boy’ at the Carlton Bar and Restaurant where he was soon promoted to
      stock-keeper. Aphane then bought a camera and made a living out of taking photographs of people, an undertaking
      that facilitated his meeting and socialising with more migrants in white suburbs and also with location
      residents. At the height of this enterprise, Aphane employed three assistants and resided in Lady Selborne, one of the early black locations in Pretoria, from which the residents
      were forcefully removed and relocated to the township of Mamelodi in the 1960s. It was in this township that
      Aphane and his family were allocated their own house by the municipality.
    


    
      Although he continued to be culturally and politically rooted in the countryside, Aphane became very cosmopolitan
      in his outlook and associated with individuals and groups from other regions.10 While a
      number of Zebediela migrants may have followed a similar life trajectory, the vast majority of migrants were much
      more deeply rooted in the countryside. Living in their employers’ compounds with and among their homeboys ensured
      that they were insulated from blending with and being influenced by people from the locations.
    


    
      For an average migrant from Zebediela, town life was harsh, alienating and foreign, something to be kept at arm’s
      length, rather than to be desired. Many had come to terms with the necessity of embarking on spells of migrancy,
      not only for earning money to meet their tax obligations, but also for accumulating capital required for
      bride-wealth, the construction of a homestead and accumulation of cattle, which in the long run would allow for
      retirement in the village.11 As Peter Delius further elaborates in his study of the neighbouring
      Pedi:
    


    
      Towns were regarded and described as makgoweng (the place of the whites) or lešokeng (a
      wilderness). Part of what defined them as such was the absence of core institutions like initiation and
      chieftainship and what many migrants saw as the corrosion of appropriate relationships of gender and generation
      amongst urban Africans … Most migrants saw the chiefs … as key symbols and guarantors of a rurally centred moral
      order.12
    


    
      These feelings were shared by migrants from Zebediela. While in towns, these men lived harsh, grim and lonely
      lives, working in mines and factories controlled by the white people. Most lived in single-sex male hostels and
      compounds surrounded by strangers, some of whom spoke languages they did not understand. There were constant
      conflicts and competition over limited resources and jobs. As a result, migrants in such unfamiliar social
      environments tended to pull closer towards people who came from their home areas and/or who spoke a common
      language. Such alien and competitive social environments gave rise to group consciousness and the articulation of
      ethnic identities.
    


    
      It is important to note that such social divisions among the workers were patently beneficial to some industries
      and were thus often abetted by the employers to thwart the development of working-class consciousness and
      militant trade unionism. However, the development of collective identities was enormously psychologically
      comforting for migrants in that it helped to mitigate isolation and unfriendly, sometimes violent, encounters
      with authorities and migrants from other regions. Like others, the migrants from Zebediela became more reliant on
      their village or homeboy networks to get jobs in urban areas. In many instances, a great measure of solidarity
      developed between them, which served as a crucial building block in the formation of migrant organisations.
    


    
      An interesting development among Zebediela migrants was the formation of burial societies. These acted as forms
      of self-help associations or funeral insurances. Members met once a month and made financial contributions that
      were pooled together into a bank account. In the event of a member’s death, a set amount of money was withdrawn
      and used to cover the transportation costs for the deceased’s body to be returned and buried in his home village.
      In this world of violence and disease, most migrants recoiled from the thought of dying at makgoweng and
      their mortal remains being buried among strangers, so far from home. Most wished to be buried alongside their
      ancestors back in the countryside. Burial societies, it should be emphasised, were important not only to
      migrants, but also to urbanised Africans.
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        Figure 11.1
      


      
        Ernest Cole
      


      
        Contract-expired miners are on the right carrying their discharge papers and wearing ‘European’ clothes while
        new recruits, many in tribal blankets, are on the left (information supplied by Struan Robertson).
      


      
        Date unrecorded
      


      
        Ernest Cole Family Trust, courtesy of the Hasselblad Foundation
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        Figure 11.2
      


      
        African migrant men dominated the domestic service sector in white suburbia until they were displaced by women
        who, because of the harsh economic realities in the countryside, took to migrant labour in larger numbers from
        the 1950s onwards.
      


      
        Leon Levson
      


      
        Domestic workers in kitchen 1949
      


      
        Courtesy of Museum Africa, Johannesburg
      

    


    
      Besides providing financial support in times of bereavement, migrants’ burial
      societies facilitated the formation of wider solidarities between migrants working in different sectors. Those
      working in the kitchens – and an increasing number of women from Zebediela were absorbed into white suburbia as
      domestic workers on the Rand from the 1960s onwards – were also drawn into these burial societies. In some cases,
      burial societies helped to bridge the deep-seated rifts between majakane (Christians) and
      traditionalists from the same villages by signing up migrants from both camps in urban areas.13 Yet, some Christian migrants remained aloof and would not join the societies that
      had baheteni (‘heathens’ or non-Christians) as members.
    


    
      One of the burial societies that drew support from both groups was the Sebetiela Combined Society. Founded in
      Pretoria under the leadership of Ntilaka Joel Kekana around 1954, the society first operated in Beatrix Street
      before moving to Marabastad. After accumulating a fair amount of savings, Kekana persuaded the members of the
      society to purchase a lorry to be used as a means of transport for members when travelling to funerals in the
      countryside. Before long the society was embroiled in acrimonious wrangling and Kekana was accused of hiring out
      the lorry for personal gain.14
    


    
      The most successful Pretoria-based migrant burial society, however, was the Mandebele Burial Society, which was
      based at the Iscor compound in Pretoria West. As mentioned earlier, Iscor was one of the factories on the Rand
      with the largest concentration of migrants from Zebediela. It is not surprising that a burial society
      specifically for the Ndebele migrants from Zebediela was constituted around that factory; it is most likely that
      other societies were formed that catered for other ethnicities. As archival records show, hundreds of
      Bakgatla-ba-Mochudi (from Bechuanaland Protectorate) arrived on the Rand in the late nineteenth and early
      twentieth centuries and many belonged to their own burial societies (as well as to ethnic associations), one of
      which was based in Johannesburg.15 But, to return to Zebediela migrants, many of those that
      worked in Pretoria and the surrounding areas joined the Mandebele Burial Society and attended monthly meetings at
      the Iscor compound. The main thrust of these gatherings was certainly to ensure that members paid their monthly
      dues, but they also created space for migrants to discuss politics and debate new developments back home.
    


    
      For most migrants from Zebediela, one of the most deeply perturbing developments in the 1930s and 1940s was the
      growing intervention of the state in rural African communities, especially in matters concerning land use and
      chieftainship. The problem started after the passing of the Native Trust and Land Act of 1936. Its mission was to
      ease congestion in reserve areas by weaning Africans away from ‘primitive’, ‘irrational’ and ‘wasteful’ ways of
      farming by teaching them scientific methods. Encompassing all existing rural locations and reserves in the South
      African Native Trust (SANT), the new Act expanded a layer of white officials at local levels to supervise
      implementation of new measures, such as the fencing of lands, the reduction of stock, as well as the
      establishment of dipping tanks and concentrated grid-planned settlements. Chiefs were to be the main fulcrum in
      the enforcement of these measures, with white bureaucrats acting as overseers.16 Officially
      known as the ‘Betterment and Rehabilitation Scheme’, but popularly called ‘Trust’ or ‘TC’, these measures were
      reviled by rural Africans across the country. This was also the case in Zebediela, where the Rand-based migrants
      would come to play a key part in opposing its implementation.
    


    
      But why did migrants play a central role in coordinating resistance against Betterment measures? The answer to
      this question lies squarely in the migrants’ sense of their own identity and the changing world that they
      inhabited. Most migrants were rural people at heart. As we saw earlier, most men still considered migrancy as a
      means of sustaining a primarily rural way of life. While it enabled them to pay their taxes, migrancy also
      provided an opportunity for these men to accumulate the resources to marry, build homes and herds of cattle and
      ultimately to retire to their rural villages, away from white society and
      foreign laws.17 Within this context, the enforcement of stock reduction, the relocation of
      communities into grid-planned villages, the fencing of lands and the close supervision of farming practices
      represented a serious threat to the migrants’ future livelihoods. John Leshaba, a Pretoria-based migrant from
      Zebediela, recalls how, once Betterment measures began to be enforced:
    


    
      People were forced to sell their goats for a mere one shilling each. This TC was unpopular … It led to the
      demarcation of arable land, cutting down people’s fields into small portions. My father’s field was so big that
      one would even be afraid that a wild animal might come out of it. There was even a small pond in it. He lost that
      land because of TC.18
    


    
      Given such effects, it is not surprising that migrants participated actively in trying to keep Betterment at bay.
    


    
      Matters came to a head on 27 April 1937 when the Native Commissioner, in consultation with the chief’s council
      (bakgomana), installed Patrick Ntedi Kekana as acting chief in the place of the heir, who was declared
      unfit to rule.19 A man with a strong personality and authority, on the one hand,
      Kekana was commended by the white officials from the Department of Native Affairs for being co-operative and
      meticulous in his enforcement of the Betterment Scheme. On the other hand, he was detested by many villagers who
      had to contend with the effects of the government measures he was enforcing. His fate was sealed when he grew
      arrogant and became ‘unruly’ in front of white officials. The Native Commissioner was only too happy to relieve
      him of his position in 1946, after receiving representations from the community via the bakgomana
      concerning Kekana’s reckless behaviour and negligence of chiefly duties.20 Therefore,
      when he was brought back ten years later (in 1956), ostensibly to act on behalf of his young nephew and heir, but
      in reality to take over from where he had left off in terms of implementing government policies – this time the
      introduction of tribal authorities – some villagers and, most importantly, a section of Rand-based migrants were
      outraged.21
    


    
      Petrified by these developments, the migrants, together with a section of the bakgomana and the public
      at large, formed a more radical organisation, the Mandebele Cradle Association, in 1957.22 Popularly known as Pitšo ya Sekgweng, the organisation’s primary objectives were to
      resist Betterment and the state’s interference in the Kekana chieftainship.23 The mission
      was to remove Patrick so that the young Johannes Shikoane Kekana (who had attained majority by this time) could
      take over as chief. Under the rule of the young chief, these migrants believed that they would be more effective
      in resisting the government’s Betterment measures, which they saw as a danger to their rural communities. They
      were confident that they would be able to influence Shikoane to be more accountable to the people over whom he
      presided, rather than to the state, which would help give meaning to migrants’ sense of ethnic belonging.
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        Figure 11.3
      


      
        Ernest Cole
      


      
        After processing, men wait at railroad station for transportation to mines. Identity tag on wrist shows
        shipment of labour to which men are assigned 1967
      


      
        Ernest Cole Family Trust, courtesy of the Hasselblad Foundation
      

    


    
      The literal meaning of Pitšo ya Sekgweng is ‘a public assembly in the bush’. The name reflects the clandestine
      manner in which the organisation had to operate, in areas beyond the gaze of the state. Virtually all its rural
      meetings took place in the bush, far from the chief’s court (mošate), the rightful place for a public
      gathering (pitšo). In the event of public gatherings at home, the migrants hired buses and usually
      arrived at night to avoid detection.24 They also employed a well-known, Johannesburg-based lawyer,
      Attorney Godfrey M Pitje, in their endeavour to have the heir installed as chief.25 After a
      long and tedious struggle, spanning several years of litigation, public gatherings and the arrest and imprisonment of some of its leading members, the migrants’ association finally
      prevailed and Johannes Shikoane Kekana was installed as Chief Shikoane II in 1965.26 The latter
      was to become a key figure in the spirited Ndebele ethnic nationalist struggle, starting in the mid-1960s.
    


    
      Migrants, homelands and the crystallisation of Ndebele ethnicity, 1960s–1970s
    


    
      In the meantime, the beginning of the 1960s marked a turning point in the way that many black South Africans,
      including migrants, perceived their identities; this was true as well for migrants from Zebediela. By this time,
      the liberation movement had been completely suppressed and forced into exile and there was political quiescence
      in the country. The National Party government commenced with the homeland system, using ethnicity as one of the
      main principles of separate development. Identification with homeland identities was a basic requirement for
      Africans, both in urban and rural areas, to have access to jobs, housing, trading licences, land and so forth.
      This process started with the establishment of the Xhosa homeland of the Transkei in the Eastern Cape in 1966 and
      other ethnicities got their turn shortly thereafter.27 Indeed,
      ethnic consciousness became more strongly articulated among migrants in urban areas, where inter-ethnic
      competition over scarce resources was rife. Within this context of homeland politics, it was inevitable that
      there would be a significant shift from earlier migrants’ collective identities, based on kinship ties and
      loyalties to particular chieftaincies, towards new and broader solidarities, based on allegiance to the ethnic
      group as a whole. It was no longer sufficient for Zebediela migrants, for instance, to rely only on bonds of
      kinship and homeboy networks to maximise their chances of accessing the limited resources. It is interesting that
      when it came to the Ndebele, initially no consideration was given to setting territory aside for the creation of
      an Ndebele ethnic enclave. Instead, the Department of Bantu Administration and Development (BAD) inserted the
      disparate Ndebele communities under the authority of Lebowa and Bophuthatswana.28 Initially,
      many Ndebele migrants were unreceptive to this approach, but after a bit of coaxing, they cautiously welcomed it,
      though some Ndebele nationalists, most of whom were migrants on the Rand, still had some reservations.29
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        Figure 11.4
      


      
        While these men are in a rural setting, their style of dress shows that they are most likely to be migrants.
        The background mural designs are not as distinctively Southern Ndebele as they would become in the 1960s and
        1970s.
      


      
        Constance Stuart Larrabee
      


      
        Ndebele migrant men in urban attire 1936–1949
      


      
        Eliot Elisofon Photographic Archives, National Museum of African Art Collection, Washington, DC
      

    


    
      It did not take long before fears of being dominated by the Pedi and Tswana surged among the Ndebele on the Rand.
      These fears were reinforced by subjective feelings of marginalisation. Tensions started flaring in the first
      joint meetings of the Ndebele and Pedi migrants in Mamelodi and Mofolo (Soweto) in the early 1960s to discuss the
      formation of the Lebowa territorial authority. These meetings were presided over by a Pedi chairperson, who
      insisted that speakers should use the official language, namely Sepedi. IsiNdebele had not yet been developed as
      a written language and was thus not officially recognised. All attempts by the Ndebele speakers to contribute to
      the debates in their mother tongue were blocked by the chairperson. This became a thorny issue, particularly for
      the Southern Ndebele, many of whom could not speak Sepedi, but even the Northern Ndebele delegates were equally
      distressed by this apparent manifestation of Pedi chauvinism. Things had now reached a boiling point; the Ndebele
      walked out of the meeting en masse, wondering how they could be expected to feel a sense of belonging in a
      homeland where they would not even have a right to speak their own language.30 The
      situation was no different in Bophuthatswana, as I show in other studies.31 So, the
      Ndebele migrants started establishing their own much broader ethnic
      associations in order to unite all Ndebele groups in South Africa and to fight for their own separate homeland.
    


    
      In 1965, an organisation called the Ndebele Ethnic Group was formed in Mamelodi and Atteridgeville, with Koos
      Mthimunye as its chairperson.32 This body was established in response to the lack of Ndebele
      language programmes on the recently introduced black radio station called Radio Bantu (established in 1960),
      which provided services in most other African languages in South Africa. Initially very limited in scope, the
      organisation soon found itself agitating for official recognition of the Northern and Southern Ndebele as a
      united group. In 1967, a Soweto resident, Isaac J Mahlangu, formed the Ndebele National Organisation to promote
      the idea of a ‘separate Ndebele nation’.33 On 5
      November 1967, members of different Ndebele bodies came together in Mamelodi and constituted a larger, more
      ambitious umbrella organisation called the Transvaal Ndebele National Organisation (TNNO).34 The main objective of this body was to fight for official recognition of all Ndebele
      groups – Northern and Southern sections together – as part of one distinct ethnic group that deserved a homeland
      of its own.35
    


    
      By the late 1960s and 1970s, even the migrants from Zebediela had fully embraced Ndebele ethnicity and were
      counted amongst the most devoted supporters of the ethnic nationalist movement. In this politically charged
      environment, ethnicity had come to trump all other forms of identification. The government only started warming
      up to the idea of establishing a homeland for the Southern Ndebele around 1972, leaving the Northern Ndebele in
      Lebowa and Bophuthatswana. By this time, it was impelled more by the imperative to relocate and resettle surplus
      black labour from towns and white farms than by a commitment to separate ethnicities.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Since the late nineteenth century, the area of Zebediela has been a source of migrant labour on the Rand. In the
      early years, these migrants had more leverage in demanding higher wages. Access to land for growing crops and
      keeping livestock enabled them to withdraw their labour if conditions were not favourable. However, a combination
      of land dispossession and growing landlessness undermined their bargaining power and many families were dependent
      on migrants’ remittances by the 1930s and 1940s, thus propelling more and more men to spend long periods of time
      away from home. Even as they lived in towns for many months – sometimes more than a year – at a time, these
      migrant workers remained strongly attached to their rural homes. They used migrancy to accumulate the resources
      that they needed to be able to retire to their rural homes. In this context, migrants from Zebediela did not
      simply fold their arms, but responded by forming migrant associations when the state started imposing Betterment
      Schemes, which sought to restructure rural communities in ways that threatened migrants’ sense of manhood and
      identity.
    


    
      Towns were harsh, hostile and alienating environments and so the Zebediela migrants, like their counterparts
      elsewhere, tended to identify with other migrants from their home regions. Such homeboy networks proved useful in
      helping to find accommodation and employment for newcomers from home, who arrived on the Rand in larger numbers
      from the 1940s onwards. In addition, these migrants established self-help bodies, such as burial societies, to
      ensure that in the event of death, their mortal remains would be transported back home and buried among their
      people. These organisations, of course, had their own internal dynamics and ways of including and excluding
      people, depending, for example, on whether the individual was Christian or non-Christian.
    


    
      By the 1960s, ethnicity had become a key principle used by the apartheid state to determine access to scarce
      economic, social and political resources. As such, Africans (including migrants) became ethnicised; they accepted
      identities for purposes of gaining access to scarce resources. Unlike the earlier period when they depended on kinship and village networks to gain access to employment and accommodation in urban
      areas, this time much broader solidarities were formed, based on ethnicity. As we saw earlier, many migrants from
      Zebediela based on the Reef were drawn into wider ethnic associations that brought together the Ndebele from
      various regions in the country – regardless of their differences in cultural practices and dialects – to agitate
      for their own distinct homeland. These migrants were united not only by fear for the progressive disintegration
      of the Ndebele language and culture in the Sotho/Sepedi- and Tswana-speaking homelands, but also by fear of
      economic and political marginalisation.
    


    
      In the end, the development of ethnicity in South Africa cannot be explained simply in terms of the state’s or
      capital’s manipulation of identities. Situating the explanation of ethnicity at the level of the state tends to
      ignore the people who have developed ethnic consciousness and the historical processes giving rise to an
      expression of this phenomenon.36 This chapter has shown how individuals and groups from Ndebele
      communities, particularly migrants, took a lead in contesting and renegotiating among themselves as well as with
      the state, expounding and redefining their identities in the period before and during apartheid. During the
      latter period, the state provided strong parameters, within which ethnicity generally has taken shape. It
      manipulated those identities for its own purposes and, in the context of rigidly defined ethnic homelands,
      poverty, land shortage and vastly inadequate resources, it distorted and froze those identities to the point
      that, to this day, ‘ethnic’ divisions have continued to be a source of conflict in South Africa.
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      Mokopane and Hammanskraal, the Ledwaba of Mashashane, Nkidikitlane and Kalkspruit, as well as the Langa of
      Bakenberg and Mapela. The Southern Ndebele category encapsulates the different Nzunza chiefdoms, Litho, Pungutsha
      and Manala chiefdoms.
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      There is a misperception that whatever is indigenous in African culture is
      ‘made in the village’ and then hybridised in the urban or industrial workplace. In this view, migrant labour has
      led to an attrition of an authentic culture. Deeper research has shown, however, that whatever might be
      identified as ‘African culture’ in southern Africa is as much a product of road and rail, the transport depot,
      the administrative and recruitment camp, the hostel, the tavern and the shanties as it is of any idealised rural
      setting. Such ‘cultures of mobility’ include well-established genres of musical poetry, folk narration and dance
      that express experience over migrancy’s long history. Such genres represent a building up of performative
      repertoires as responses to working men and women’s lives lived on the move. Centring on the sung poetry of
      Lesotho migrants, this chapter presents and analyses such repertoires not only as cultural archive, but as
      action; not simply something migrants know, but something they do.
    


    
      Musical migrations
    


    
      From the earliest history of migrant labour, returning workers brought with them the experiences and the
      conceptual and material artefacts of colonial life.1 Among these
      were ‘trade-store’ musical instruments such as the concertina, violin and guitar, popular both on farms and in
      towns in the Cape with troubadours of all races. Fascinated youngsters in the villages produced their own
      home-made versions. The importance of music to migrants is expressed in a well-known folk story about the
      concertina or ‘squash-box’. According to this account, Basotho men first adopted the German or Italian concertina
      as a means of producing the choral ground and responses to their own solo poetic singing on the trek to the
      workplace. On the long migrations by foot, often in rain or winter cold, the concertina was played close to the
      chest under the uniform woollen blanket worn by Basotho, pumping out warmth as well as musical accompaniment to
      the migrants’ long rhythmic strides and lyric vocal passages.
    


    
      Prior to these importations, however, not only Sesotho but all Bantu language music had been primarily vocal,
      with an emphasis equally upon musical and poetic features: a sung literature, or ‘auriture’.2 We have little knowledge of how the authoritative genres of aural poetry, such as
      chiefly praises or the praises and songs of male and female initiates, were transformed by the experience of
      labour migrancy in the years before the opening of the diamond fields at Kimberley in 1867, which gave this
      system a central place in black southern African livelihoods and social consciousness.
    


    
      Kimberley: New Sodom
    


    
      The dangers of the road notwithstanding, beginning in 1867, Basotho men streamed on foot across the Basutoland
      border and through the Orange Free State, with which they were still locked in a bitter series of wars
      (1865–1868), to work on the diamond fields. Their mission was to acquire the tools of national survival – good
      rifles and horses. On the long marches to the diamond fields, there emerged new genres of Sesotho aural
      literature that reflected the impact of involuntary, but economically necessary migration, expressing as well a
      resistance to enforced wage labour and a divergence of interests between chiefs and their erstwhile followers.
      The evidence for this is the survival, in the corpus of migrants’ sung poetry, of direct references to Kimberley,
      a place to which Basotho largely ceased to migrate many decades ago, but which remains a symbol of the hardships
      and destructive evils and vices of mining location life:
    


    
      Ke reng ho lona likempolara
    


    
      Ke buoe ka mokhoa ona
    


    
      Oa tseba ke buoa ka Gemele
    


    
      Ke buoa ka Sotoma …
    


    
      What do I say to you, gamblers [migrant singers]?
    


    
      I speak in this manner:
    


    
      You know I speak of Kimberley;
    


    
      I speak of Sodom … (migrant mineworker Majara
    


    
      Majara, 1984).3
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        Figure 12.1
      


      
        Migrants play the concertina as they walk the countryside.
      


      
        Concertina from Lesotho 2014
      


      
        Photograph by Fiona-Rankin-Smith
      

    


    
      The economic and political self-aggrandisement of the ruling Bakwena aristocracy and the tax regime of colonial
      Basutoland created a dependent class of impoverished commoners, who over the generations developed labour
      migration as a way of life. On the more than 200-mile walk to the diamond fields, groups of young migrants used
      the resources of Sesotho song and spoken art to pass the time, boost their courage and seek a common
      understanding of the changes in Basotho life. In time, they created a partly narrative, partly lyrical genre of
      poetic song.
    


    
      Adventurers’ songs
    


    
      The songs the mineworkers composed and performed for and amongst themselves emerged from migrants’ awareness of
      their dependent position in both a changing system of local relationships and the political economy of South
      Africa. Employing the master metaphor of the train to the mines, the poet Makeka Likhojane sings:
    


    
      ... Hae fihla Belkhelim
    


    
      Li fapana li na le kutse,
    


    
      Kutse eena e apere matata
    


    
      E nkile likhomo, le furu’a lesere
    


    
      Lipolo li tloha ho Verwoerd
    


    
      Tse tlang ho Tona Kholo.
    


    
      Li tlilo fepa masole a Lesotho,
    


    
      Leabua ke ha qala ho baka qomatsi ka 1970 …
    


    
      … Arriving at Bethlehem [Orange Free State],
    


    
      [Ours] crossed paths with a freight train,
    


    
      A freight train wearing karosses [skin capes];
    


    
      It carried cattle, feeding on fodder:
    


    
      Oxen sent from Verwoerd
    


    
      To the prime minister [of Lesotho].
    


    
      They are sent to feed Lesotho’s soldiers.
    


    
      Leabua, it’s when he declared the state of emergency 1970 … (Maseru, Lesotho, January 1984).
    


    
      Passing a goods train on the way to the mines, the poet reflects that the freight, dressed in the cattle-hide
      robes of nobility, rather than the wool blankets of migrants, is a vehicle of social dominance. As the
      quintessential social currency of Basotho pastoral life, cattle are not only the symbol, but also the calculus of
      reciprocity in patron–client relationships; the migrants see themselves as having more in common with
      the cattle than with chiefly clients or citizens. They are a cargo who, in the migrants’ own phrase, are ‘driven
      like oxen’ to the mines, rather than followers sharing in the redistributive beneficence of an autonomous modern
      state.4
    


    
      These songs are known in Sesotho as lifea tsa litsamea-naha (singular and generic: sefela sa
      setsamaea-naha), ‘songs of the adventurers’. Like all African auriture, they contain an inherent potential
      for social critique. As folklore, sefela ‘draws its life from its powers of adaptation to circumstances
      and changing environment, and its ability to reshape itself to fill a new need, like the shape changing wizards
      in the old tales’.5 Migrants’ auriture provides commentary on changing structural
      relations in general and on the personal reality and effects of migrancy in particular. But it is also an
      aesthetic construction of its creators’ historical and social experience. As a medium of expressive action,
      sefela appropriates and elaborates the complex symbolism of Basotho historical culture, establishing
      moral bonds with the past and future.6 The songs relate concepts of power to theories of the person,
      shaping motive and action by images and ideals of goodness in people, relations and conditions of life. As Thomas
      Beidelman observes, ‘To imagine another kind of world is always a judgment about this one.’7 Because culture is an essential constituent of the self, the operation of local
      knowledge in performance contexts depends upon the emotions attached to reflections about the nature of persons
      and social relations.8 Sentiment is therefore a primary constituent of performance in
      migrants’ songs as a social practice in which affect is essential to effect:
    


    
      Ke re ho lona likempolara
    


    
      Ke motho oa mahlaba ke ntse ke kula.
    


    
      Ke motho oa litorong kea babaila’
    


    
      Ke motho oa moea, ke lakatsa hlope
    


    
      Ke utloa ke rata ho ribela letsatsi lena lohle
    


    
      Paka motseare oa mantsiboea
    


    
      Ha letsatsi le hlahlamela lithaba
    


    
      Pelo eaka e utloile bohloko
    


    
      Ke utloa ke rata ho fenetha motho:
    


    
      Le laele rangoane ke mpe ke mo fenethe
    


    
      I say to you, gamblers,
    


    
      I am a person in pain, I am still sick.
    


    
      I am a person of corns, I walk slowly.
    


    
      I am a person of the spirit, I desire the white-bead dance,9
    


    
      I feel I want to run all all this day.
    


    
      In the late afternoon,
    


    
      When the sun was setting,
    


    
      My heart was painful,
    


    
      I felt I wanted to slaughter someone:
    


    
      You can even order me to kill my father’s younger
    


    
      brother … (Majara Majara, nom de voix ‘Ngoana
    


    
      Rakhali’, 1984).
    


    
      The singer who desires to ‘shake the nation’ with a song about his own experience must possess an intuitive
      seismograph, sensing the fault lines of sentiment between social reality and aspiration.10 But like social reality itself, the structure of feeling is often ambivalent and
      multifaceted. Our feet ache, but the spirit(s) demands an endless dance. Our hearts flood with pain, bringing to the surface the urge to murder a close relative, who is also a rival claimant
      to our father’s wealth and position. You tell me, my fellow travellers, what am I saying?
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        Figure 12.2
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        Molefi Motsoahae sings sefela outside an informal tavern in Thibella, Maseru, Lesotho July 1984
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      Social history as auriture
    


    
      Some readers will want to know how these poetic songs reflect workers’ ‘consciousness’. So it is crucial to
      emphasise that we are interacting with aural art forms, not time-structured narratives, not unmediated
      expressions of what migrants think or know. They are culturally theorised artistic performances, above all,
      something that migrant composers do. Most important to both performers and audiences is the eloquent
      (bokheleke) mobilisation of language, demonstrated through imagistic composition and metaphoric forms of
      episodic narrative. African aural poets pack established master metaphors, legends and folk narratives with
      temporal occurrences, or more properly reoccurrences and contrasts; accretions of instances, which both confirm
      and renew the explanatory power of their shared representations. Songs are composed through the prosodically
      governed positioning of recurrent themes and images in a process whereby metaphors bridge time, space and
      experiential domains and are brought into relations of meaning with one another. For the performers, it is not
      that those who forget history are doomed to repeat it. Rather, those who remember history are most fully aware
      and, by their performances, ensure that it will be, inevitably, repeated.11
    


    
      These performative metaphors attain social authority by transporting the salience of their previous applications
      into new contexts each time they are reapplied. In this form, history gives meaning to the present as much as the
      present reconstitutes the nature of the past. Further, the successive reapplications of established metaphors
      resonate with one another and gain force from new metaphors juxtaposed against them. Master metaphors, at once
      historical and experiential, endure, wax or wane depending upon their capacity to interpret the actual in terms
      of a more durable social and moral meaning. This is ‘history as drama, evaluation, and judgment: history with the
      metaphysics included’.12 Hence aural texts cannot be taken at face value or picked clean for
      ‘referential’ content. The Mosotho linguist and analyst of Sesotho praise poetry, SM Mofokeng, has written that
      ‘he [the historian] certainly will find an insight into the attitude which he cannot disregard but which he often
      cannot get from the written records’.13 Performance is thus the constitutive context of discourse,
      militating against the separation of history from the aesthetic of its representation. As Leroy Vail and Landeg
      White observe of the Paiva song of Mozambican sugar workers: ‘It was the exactness of the song’s central metaphor
      in linking past values to present experience that established it as the history that, as one performer testified,
      “even our children will have to know”’.14 Perhaps the
      packing of history into African master metaphors and its unpacking in Western narrative are complementary
      processes; their study is made more fruitful the more they are pursued in parallel through the analysis of
      documentary sources.
    


    
      As a rule, sub-Saharan African cultures do not compartmentalise spheres of social action and the interpenetration
      of politics, religion and art is regarded as normative, as well as demonstrable. Performance genres are regarded
      as legitimate, even necessary modes of social action in political contexts. They exist as internal
      representations and analyses of power, empowered as art forms to both record and shape social forces.15 Another Western tendency to compartmentalisation must be overcome: the conceptual
      separation of verbal, sonic and rhythmic elements of expression, a separation so uncharacteristic of African
      performance.16 So I must remind readers, as sefela performers cautioned me time and again,
      that these narrations are sung, not spoken art, and that lyrical decisions, in the uninterrupted flow of
      composition-in-performance, are made first on the basis of rhythmic and sonic compatibility.17 In the wake of colonial and capitalist intervention in local political economies, popular forms often arise that subvert authoritative genres that no longer
      express actual power relations and social formations as people experience them. More broadly, attempts like those
      of the migrants to create forms that are qualitatively new yet invested with the authority of established
      cultural practices, a kind of cultural self-preservation through transformation, are widely characteristic of
      colonised people both in Africa and elsewhere. The use of performance by labour migrants to create an integrated,
      positive self-concept in the face of displacement and alienation represents simply the continued application of a
      cultural morality in the context of dependency in a ‘world system’. So in interpreting performance both within
      and beyond indigenous exegesis, the investigator must demonstrate the link between individual and collective
      understandings.
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 1: The herd boy
    


    
      What then, are some key themes expressed through these elaborations of ‘master metaphors’? The ‘poetic
      autobiographies’ composed in migrants’ songs do not, as might be expected, follow a chronological structure.
      Scenes recalled from boyhood can follow those evoking later departure for the mines, for example, or images drawn
      from the verbal painting of landscapes that have no temporal location. That said, the figure of performer as herd
      boy (for male migrants) appears widely in sung narratives, frequently in passages of high emotional valence.
      Ho lisa, ‘herding’, a verb that signifies watchfulness, caretaking and leadership, is a core institution
      in southern Africa. Herding is regarded as a fundamental experience in the process of male socialisation,
      inculcating comradeship and self-reliance, stoicism and aggressiveness, responsibility and independence. The task
      both shapes and symbolises what Basotho tend to regard as their male national character.
    


    
      Though among Basotho migrants the claim ‘We opened the mines’ is a satisfactory answer to ‘We built a mighty
      empire’ from the Zulu, Basotho themselves never mention migrancy as a defining or necessary experience in the
      construction of their identity as a people. On the remote upland pastures and cattle posts, they must provide
      themselves with food and fire; older boys school the younger in rugged self-reliance. And their sport is the
      ancient martial art of stickfighting, beginning with dry corn stalks, but graduating to the heavy, hardwood
      molamu. In sefela, we encounter images and narrations of herding at once realistic and
      metaphorical. It is the raising of personal experience to the level of a more general significance that perhaps
      accounts for the placement of episodes of herding near the conclusion of many lifela.
    


    
      Here, from one of the great singer composers, Makeka Likhojane (nom de voix ‘Ngoana Mokhalo’):
    


    
      Le utloe ka tloha heso lapeng,
    


    
      Ke khanna likhomo, Ngoana Mokhalo,
    


    
      Ke ea koana Maluting,
    


    
      Ke ilo li lisa; ke ne ke lisa likhomo tsa malome …
    


    
      Tsona li tsa tsoha li lahlehile,
    


    
      Athe lehloa le nele Kolone,
    


    
      Bosiu ke lutse, oa hatsetsa litorobela,
    


    
      Lipholo tsa tsoha li thobile bosiu.
    


    
      Moea o hlaba lipholo liloteng mona;
    


    
      Ke ne ke re ba ne ba li utsoitse;
    


    
      Masholu a ne a li nkile.
    


    
      Ke tlolaka ka holim’a sehlaba,
    


    
      Ke tlolaka ke sa li bone.
    


    
      Ha ke fihla ha Rankomo,
    


    
      Ha habo Morena Mongali,
    


    
      Ke tseba manamane ka sakaneng,
    


    
      ’Khomo tseso li khethetsoe Sesotho.
    


    
      Listen, I left my place at home,
    


    
      I drive cattle [I], Child of Mokhalo,
    


    
      I go yonder to the Maluti,
    


    
      I went to herd them; I was herding my uncle’s cattle …
    


    
      [Some of] those on rising were found missing,
    


    
      Since snow had fallen in the Cape,
    


    
      At night as I sat freezing, the stout-hearted ones,
    


    
      The oxen on rising, they stole off in the night.
    


    
      The wind pierced the oxen, here through the hump;
    


    
      I was thinking they had stolen them; [that]
    


    
      Thieves they had taken them.
    


    
      I was chasing over the highlands,
    


    
      Chasing though I failed to sight them.
    


    
      As I arrived at Rankomo’s,
    


    
      At the home of Chief Mongali,
    


    
      I knew the calves in the kraal,
    


    
      Cattle of my family, sorted out in the Sotho way.
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 2: Departure
    


    
      Customarily, lifela begin with some lines of self-identification and praise, mixed with exhortations to
      the listeners to listen, followed by a leave-taking for the mines. Implicit in the symbolism of travel is the
      acquisition of knowledge through experience. By his late teens, the night-watchman will be off on his watchful
      journey to the mines on his first contract. The perils of the journey begin even before the migrant leaves his
      home village, where malevolent witches plot his downfall:
    


    
      Mohlankana mohlang ke tsohang ke palama
    


    
      Mosali ea loeang ha se ho sokola
    


    
      Ke bone a tsohella ho ea mabitleng
    


    
      O thethana ea mafitoane o ntse a e fasa
    


    
      O phaka sa mofu o ntse a foka
    


    
      O mothamo oa mali o ntsa a khoefa sebakeng
    


    
      O re banna ba eang ka libere
    


    
      Ba ka tla ba shoeletse tlelemeng
    


    
      Ho ’na Ngoana Rakhali
    


    
      Ha kea shoa le ha ’ma joale ke ntse ke phela
    


    
      Ke moleleri oa litleleme sootho …
    


    
      Lad, the day I’m going, I mount to ride away
    


    
      A woman of witchcraft was already hard at work;
    


    
      I saw her early going to the graveyard,
    


    
      She puts on a string skirt fastened with knots,
    


    
      She takes the arm of a corpse and waves it,
    


    
      A mouthful of blood, she spits into the air,
    


    
      She says, ‘Men gone to De Beers [diamond mines]
    


    
      They can come home dead from the mines.’
    


    
      To me, Child of Rakhali, I am not dead;
    


    
      Even now I still live,
    


    
      I am a wanderer of the mines, Sootho …
    


    
      (Majara Majara, ‘Ngoana Rakhali’ 1984).
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 3: The train
    


    
      In migrant songs, as in life, a man meets homeboys and men of neighbouring districts upon arrival at the labour
      depots in Lesotho’s border towns. There they club together, undergoing induction and passport formalities, sing
      lifela and await the trains that will take them to the mines. The train is of particular importance, a
      metaphor for the cyclical, unending life process of labour migration. Today, there is no longer a rail service
      from Maseru for migrants and most who do not take private taxis to the mines travel on the special red and yellow
      buses provided at the border by South African Railways. But in sefela, migrants still thunder over the
      countryside behind the clouds of black smoke puffing from the ‘nostrils’ of this khomo ea ’muso, ‘the
      cow of the government’, praised with its own onomatopoeic names: Makholi Makholonkhotho,
      ‘Owner-of-gunsmoke-hundred-footed-trudger’. The train is also a mythical, devouring watersnake called
      Khanyapa, tutelary deity of diviners and spirit mediums that travels in a cyclone (iconically referenced
      by the smoke spouting from the engine); it shake-dances like a male initiate or an entranced diviner; it’s an
      adventurer, a warrior, a madman, a raging prairie fire, a whole menagerie of wild, swift animals, a centipede, a
      millipede, a swallower and disgorger of the ‘people of Moshoeshoe’. In between such fancies, the train covers
      real territory, with the South African towns through which it runs lovingly catalogued like the pit stops in the
      popular old American migration song ‘Route 66’. So we can enjoy the following example, a text as refined as any
      chief’s praises, by the outstanding migrant poet, Majara Majara (‘Ngoana Rakhali’):
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        Figure 12.3
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        Migrants line up at Maseru bridge border post 1983
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        Figure 12.4
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        Mohobelo dance: The ‘centipede’ movement 1984
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      Ka ’ma pele-pele le theohile
    


    
      Bolomo, le khaotse lekanyane
    


    
      Ke pere ea bo-ntate ea khale-khale
    


    
      E ne e thapisoe ke maburu mehleng ea khale
    


    
      Terene ha e tloha joale e ne e entse mehlolo:
    


    
      E ne e qala ho etsa makhobonthithi
    


    
      Letokisi e tloha e le o tla morao …
    


    
      Instantly it came down from
    


    
      Bloemfontein, short-cutting hyena,
    


    
      It’s the horse of our distant forefathers,
    


    
      It was tamed by the Boers, in times of old.
    


    
      When that train moved, it performed miracles:
    


    
      It began to do amazing feats,
    


    
      Rail spikes popped, joints jumped up and down …
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 4: Natural healing
    


    
      A migrant’s travelling does not, literally or figuratively, begin with crossing the Caledon River border. Much of
      the travelling in sefela is done on foot in Lesotho, where the solitary migrant, often strangely without
      comrades, establishes identity and status through knowledge of his country and its inhabitants, while remaining
      critically apart; a homeboy with a homeless mind. In sefela, buses and taxi vans hardly exist. Instead,
      the migrant pictures himself in a Brechtian theatrical metaphor, lean and penniless, walking through the
      mountains and river valleys on his way to or from the western border towns. As he long-legs it through the
      country, the poet identifies in a few telling details each village: its natural features, its social character,
      its poets and medicinal specialists, the name and personal qualities of its chief, memorable occurrences, scenes
      of his crimes and the crimes of others. Poetic travel is a picture of the political as well as physical
      landscape; a social geography that provides opportunities for commentary and satire as well as praise on a wealth
      of characteristic behaviours. A poet cannot truly be called ‘eloquent’ without displaying a word-painter’s eye
      and a homeboy’s love for its features and creatures. Thus Majara Majara:
    


    
      Linonyana tsena ka ’mala li ntle
    


    
      Litsomila le letle lehlabana
    


    
      Letsoanafike le lephatsoana lipheeo
    


    
      Seroebele ’mathe a bolile
    


    
      Motintinyane se le konki
    


    
      Lekolikotoana khaka ’malane
    


    
      Kokolofitoe ea malula o futahane
    


    
      ‘O futantseng mokota naheng?’
    


    
      ‘Ke lahlehetsoe ke lenaka la meleko;
    


    
      Ea le thotseng, a mpe a ntholise.’
    


    
      These birds are beautiful in colour:
    


    
      Red-winged starling is beautiful brown and black;
    


    
      Mountain chat has black and white wings;
    


    
      Sparrow, [of] the high, sour whistle;
    


    
      Neddicky is not a large bird;
    


    
      Quail finch is bar-breasted [black and white];
    


    
      Heron, sitting doubled up:
    


    
      ‘Why are you folded up, country breeder?’
    


    
      ‘I have lost my medicine horn of sorcery;
    


    
      Whoever has picked it up, please give it [to me].’
    


    
      Or, in an evocative couplet from a sefela by the renowned poet, Mphafu Mofolo of Ha-Shale in the Roma
      district:
    


    
      … Maru ke ana a pepile mafube
    


    
      Khoeli ke eane e pepile naleli …
    


    
      … These clouds cradle on their shoulders the dawn;
    


    
      This moon cradles on its shoulders, the stars …
    


    
      Among the most pervasive and commanding metaphors in sefela, apart from the many modes of travel, is
      traditional medicine and the afflictions and uncertainties to which it ministers. Hugh Ashton suggests that for
      Basotho, knowledge and ritual action are identical as forms of power: ‘The use of medicines does not stop at the
      curing of sickness but extends far beyond, to almost every situation where a man requires help to control nature
      and social phenomena, or is faced with difficulty, danger, and
      uncertainty.’18 As the missionary Eugene Casalis observed of traditional healers: ‘There is in fact,
      no manner of question which they do not undertake to answer.’19 Diviners,
      even more than poets, are persons of cultural knowledge, partly explaining why sefela singers so often
      present themselves metaphorically as healers, whether they have such training or not. Both bokheleke
      (eloquence) and bongaka (healing) are repositories of Sesotho and the singer as traditional
      diviner/herbalist is one of the most popular tropes through which composers dramatise their authority.20 Underground, many miners use magical herbal protections and healers do a thriving
      mail-order business in meriana (medicines), used to establish certainty and control over a situation or
      to bring luck, promotion, money, lovers, victory in court cases, sporting matches and even sefela
      competitions. In lifela, doctoring is often a means to both assert and demonstrate expressive prowess
      and, in some songs, singers represent themselves narratively as traditional herbalists and diviners, as in the
      following passage by Makeka Likhojane:
    


    
      Joale ba joetsa Ngoana Komane
    


    
      Ngaka e teng masimong koana,
    


    
      Motho eo ke Ngoana Mokhalo.
    


    
      Ha ke fihla ba ’mpitsitse,
    


    
      Ke fihla ho ngoana Komane,
    


    
      Ke li qhala lifalafala,
    


    
      ’Taola tsaka tsa bohlokoa, bana ting,
    


    
      Ke li qhala ke li qamaka.
    


    
      Ke moo ke joetsang, ngoana Komane,
    


    
      Mokuli tsoha o ba latele,
    


    
      Ba ja khomo o qele;
    


    
      Masapo a khomo, kunutoll’a batho
    


    
      Ka seea letlalo la ntja e khunong,
    


    
      Ka nka le bohloa bo botona,
    


    
      Haholo banna le le tsehali
    


    
      Mafura a tsoene le boko ba ’meutla
    


    
      Tsikitlane ke etse mothamo …
    


    
      Now they tell Komane’s child,
    


    
      A doctor is over there in the fields,
    


    
      That man is Mokhalo’s Child.
    


    
      When I arrived they called me,
    


    
      I came to the [chief] child of Komane,
    


    
      I scattered them [bones] ‘lifalafala!’
    


    
      My precious [divining] bones, you children,
    


    
      I scattered them and examined them.
    


    
      It’s then I told him, child of Komane,
    


    
      The sick must get up and follow them,
    


    
      Those eating a cow you must ask [for meat];
    


    
      Cattle bones, the revealers of people,
    


    
      I skinned a brown dog,
    


    
      I took a male ant, men,
    


    
      Especially the females,
    


    
      Monkey fat and rabbit brain
    


    
      A mouthful of marigold …
    


    
      Here the poet portrays himself as a well-known selaoli, a ‘bone thrower’, a healer who divines through
      the use of four major and a variable number of additional ‘bones’ (litaola) – actually pieces cut from
      the front of the hoofs of cattle. Incised with specific patterns, each bone has a name and represents a
      significant actor in the oracular drama, including the patient, close kin and associates, witches, lovers and so
      on. The diviner is a performer, throwing the bones on the ground and interpreting their leoa (fall or
      scattering) while singing curing songs and chanting lithoko tsa maoa (praises of the falls).21
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 5: Disaster underground
    


    
      As demonstrated, many scenes depicted in these migrants’ songs are above ground, in open country far from the
      drama of the subterranean rock face. One common theme that does draw directly on such drama is of accidents
      underground, in which miners are maimed and killed. A moving passage comes from Majara Majara (‘Ngoana Rakhali’),
      a Mosotho hero:
    


    
      … Ho tsoella pele ke reng ho lona bana ba molimo
    


    
      Oa tseba Fereginia VA Tikoe Maokeng
    


    
      Thaba-Mashai ea heleela batho
    


    
      Ke moo ho shoeleng lekholo la batho
    


    
      Ho setse ’na lelimo la motho.
    


    
      Ke setse ke le moneketsana ke le mong
    


    
      Ke ne ke hula litopo tlasa mafika
    


    
      Bana ba batho ba bolile ba nkha
    


    
      Ba se bile le ba nyeunya litsenyane
    


    
      Che litaba tsa mokoti le mpe le li tlohele …
    


    
      ... Furthermore I say what to you, children of God?
    


    
      You know VA [Virginia], Tikoe [River] among
    


    
      Whitethorns
    


    
      Mountain-Mashai it fell on people [miners]
    


    
      It’s there a hundred men died.
    


    
      It’s me who survived, a cannibal of a man.
    


    
      I alone survived among that tribe [of corpses].
    


    
      I was pulling corpses from under rocks.
    


    
      People’s children have rotted; they smell.
    


    
      They already swarm with maggots.
    


    
      No, but these mine affairs, you can leave them …
    


    
      Virginia is a mining centre on the Tikoe River in the Free State and the site of Harmony Mine, which in the
      mid-1980s employed so many Basotho that their remittances accounted for 9 per cent of Lesotho’s total gross
      domestic product.22 In this song, it is the setting for a mine disaster so terrible it
      is as if Mount Mashai, a tall peak in Lesotho, has fallen on the miners. The singer, who alone survives, is sent
      in some days later to help retrieve the rotting corpses of his comrades. No wonder he is ready to change the
      subject and no wonder so many poets never even broach it. Elsewhere in the same text, however, Majara returns
      again to the world underground, this time transcending the mere description of disaster and death to create an
      extended trope of praise for his own powers as a poet:
    


    
      … Ke se ke khema lipenta telele
    


    
      Ke thapo ea o leche matontsantsima.
    


    
      Ke hana ha likokopane li teromong,
    


    
      Le moepeng ke ntse ke li tlatsitse.
    


    
      Likomponeng tsena, khale ke li sebetsa
    


    
      … Ke reng ho lona likempolara?
    


    
      Ke qati ea ntja ha ke butsoe
    


    
      Ke lekoko le linta ha ke aparuoe.
    


    
      Ke serobe sa botsikoane ha he ke kenoe.
    


    
      Ke ka holo e setseng sekoereng,
    


    
      Bona, e hanne mochini-boi, o chaise;
    


    
      Mochini-boi, ke o pomme hlooho
    


    
      Sepannere, ke se pomme letsoho
    


    
      Ke moo sepannere se neng se qala ho omana:
    


    
      ‘Uena, pekenene, uena thimba-boi,
    


    
      Koala metsi, u koale limoko;
    


    
      Thapo tsena li se lire chesitse;
    


    
      Mali a batho a kopane le majoe …’
    


    
      ... I am already running long distances:
    


    
      I [recite] as long as the cable
    


    
      pulling ore buckets around the scotch-winch.
    


    
      I refuse [to empty] into the collecting drum,
    


    
      Even back down to the diggings still full.
    


    
      These mine compounds, I’ve long worked them.
    


    
      ... What do I say to you, gamblers?
    


    
      I am a dog’s stomach, I don’t get cooked,
    


    
      I am skin with lice, I am not worn,
    


    
      I am a nest of mites, I am not entered.
    


    
      I’m like a fresh charge remaining in the ore face.
    


    
      Look, that stopped the drill-boy from working;
    


    
      Drill-boy, I slashed his head,
    


    
      Drill-guide, I slashed his hand,
    


    
      It’s then the drill-guide started to scold:
    


    
      ‘You, charge-setter; you, timber-boy,
    


    
      Shut off the water, so you stop the steam;
    


    
      These cables have burned us;
    


    
      Men’s blood is mixed with the stones …’
    


    
      In the first part, Majara uses cables, ore buckets and other mining machinery as a metapoetic metaphor for his
      own ability to extemporise in sefela performance. Then he inserts a burst of characteristic migrant
      irascibility and toughness, comparing himself to infested clothing and shelter
      and inedible animals, for a travelling man and a champion poet is not to be used or digested by others. Shifting
      into high gear, he uses the theme of a frequent workplace oversight, leaving an unexploded charge in a drill
      hole, as a metaphor for his own explosive poetic powers. But he returns to his first metaphor to do the real
      damage, slashing and burning the miners with the long (winded) cables of a performance now too hot for other
      poets to handle.
    


    
      Traveling songscapes 6: Troubles at home
    


    
      Fears of death and injury below ground are not the only worries troubling a miner’s mind. Unless he is a
      permanent lekholoa, a ‘deserter’, or a lechepa who goes from one contract to another, one mine
      to another without going home, he will have to steel himself against heartsickness over his family’s welfare. It
      is the central contradiction of migrancy that the male head of household is its least frequent resident; that the
      migrant must leave his family in order to sustain it. The ability to read, of course, may only facilitate the
      arrival of complaints from home:
    


    
      Lengolo la ’me la be se le fihla
    


    
      La ’me motsoali’a me-
    


    
      Mosali e mosa ’mae a Mahase
    


    
      Mosali ea tsoetseng Mahooana
    


    
      E ka ba ho uena Mosotho, Tsokolo
    


    
      Nyoloha ngoan’a ka mohlanka
    


    
      Nyoloha joale u tl’o nyala
    


    
      Thaka li nyetse kaofela u setse
    


    
      Le bana ba ba nyane ba malom’au
    


    
      Le bona ba nyetse sethepu
    


    
      Bofutsana ha bo tsekisoe Molimo
    


    
      Hojaneng e be bo ne bo tsekoa
    


    
      Molimo re ka be re mo tsamaisa linyeoe
    


    
      Re lula makhotla a maholo
    


    
      Ha e le bona bo ntsoa ke ho sebetsa feela
    


    
      Ke leshano, ba ea re thetsa
    


    
      Le hoja ho ea ka ho sebetsa hoa ka
    


    
      Le li khomo nka be ke li rekile
    


    
      Le mohoma ke lema ka o lesiba
    


    
      Sefofane ke kalama se sefubelu!
    


    
      A letter from my mother arrived,
    


    
      Yes, from my mother, my friend,
    


    
      The kind-hearted mother of Mahase,
    


    
      A lady who has given birth to Mahooana clansmen.
    


    
      Also included is you, Mosotho, Tsokolo:
    


    
      ‘Come home, my child
    


    
      Come home now and get married,
    


    
      All your comrades have married but you,
    


    
      Even the younger ones of your uncle,
    


    
      They even have married polygynously.’
    


    
      For your poverty God cannot be blamed;
    


    
      If poverty were contested,
    


    
      God would be tied up endlessly in court,
    


    
      We would sit in High Court against Him [people say]
    


    
      ‘Poverty is eliminated by hard work only.’
    


    
      This is a lie, they deceive us:
    


    
      If this went in accordance with my working,
    


    
      Even cattle I could have bought them,
    


    
      Even a plough that ploughs like a feather [strong
    


    
      and light]
    


    
      Yes, I would have bought a jet plane!
    


    
      (Tsokolo Lecheko)
    


    
      Other poets emphasise the troublesome aspects of life with women, warning against the fickle and exploitative
      attitudes of town girls of other nations or the worry and discord that come with marriage. Among the most
      pathetic passages is the following by Sebata Mokokoane:
    


    
      Banna le nyale basali le tle le bone,
    


    
      Banna, meleko e ata joale ke le siko,
    


    
      Ke le siko ngoan’a Molete,
    


    
      Ke le siko ngoan’a Mokokoane.
    


    
      Banna, ke le siko morena Sebata,
    


    
      Joale ke le siko ke le makhooeng koana,
    


    
      Lapa la ka le fetohile lithako, Paape,
    


    
      Bana ba ka ba fetohe lihase,
    


    
      Kobo tsa ka li jeoe ke lifariki,
    


    
      Banna ke bolela tsa likonyana.
    


    
      Ke fihla ka Tsoane mabalane koana,
    


    
      Ke fumane ntja ho se le e ’ngoe,
    


    
      Ke qalelle ntat’a Tholang.
    


    
      Banna le beisini ho se le e’ngoe,
    


    
      Banna le khaba ho se le e’ngoe.
    


    
      Men, you marry women and see,
    


    
      Men, evil doings multiply now in my absence,
    


    
      In my absence, Molete’s child
    


    
      In my absence, Mokokoane’s child.
    


    
      Men, in my absence, Chief Sebata,
    


    
      While I was away at the mines yonder,
    


    
      My homestead turned to ruins, Paape,
    


    
      My children became motherless orphans,
    


    
      My blankets eaten by pigs,
    


    
      Men, I mean those of lambskin.
    


    
      I arrived at Tsoane in the lowlands,
    


    
      To find a dog, there was not even one.
    


    
      I began anew, father of Tholang.
    


    
      Men, a basin there was not even one,
    


    
      Men, a spoon there was not even one.23
    


    
      Travelling songscapes 7: Women of eloquence
    


    
      Certainly it is a world of uncertainty, where town women can cheat you and rob you, while at home your wife takes
      your furnishings and leaves you. But Lesotho and South Africa are not the only social arenas ambiguously yoked
      together. Mirroring the world of male migrants is the world of women, with difficulties and hardships and voices
      to tell of them. Women’s songs do in fact proclaim a resolute, individualistic and adventurous spirit, imitative
      of male itinerant heroism, deliberately contrary to the stationary domestic commitment expected of adult women.
      The tragedy of women left in Lesotho or forced into migration themselves by absent and unsupportive husbands has
      long found expression in village women’s feast or party songs, such as the following recorded by Hugh Tracey in
      1959:
    


    
      Aunt, stretch out the blanket
    


    
      There are two of us.
    


    
      Stretch out the blanket,
    


    
      I’ll be coming; I’m going out to smoke [make love].
    


    
      When I leave here, going away,
    


    
      Montsala remain here and look after my children.
    


    
      Look after Mamotolo and Malerato and Toma.
    


    
      Toma, look after these children of mine
    


    
      Particularly Mamotolo and Malerato.
    


    
      It looks as if I’ll be going away.
    


    
      I feel I’m going.
    


    
      I really feel I’ll be crossing the [Caledon] river [into
    


    
      South Africa].24
    


    
      Today many girls do not even wait for a marriage to fail, but avoid early marriage and the danger of forced
      elopement, preferring to take their chances in the informal sector in towns on both sides of the border and in
      the South African interior. Among them are superbly talented tavern singers, who perform to the accompaniment of
      the accordion and drum. Their flight from the normative is an enforced one, however, and the accompanying sense
      of displacement profound. Theirs is an explicitly shared affliction, grieving the loss of kinship and marital
      security; friendship found, sundered and betrayed; the embattled reality starkly outlined against the conjugal
      and communal ideal.
    


    
      Hee! Sehloho sa ’me motsoali,
    


    
      Sa ’me ’mosali oa batho o lla mehla oe!
    


    
      Ka mehla pelo ha e tele.
    


    
      Chabane kea tsamaea.
    


    
      Ke motho ea phelang ka bothata:
    


    
      Ke phela ka ho khothotsa basebetsi,
    


    
      Ha ke sebetse; ke mahlalela,
    


    
      ’Na ngoananyana oa Lesotho.
    


    
      Mpheng tekete banna, tekete le molamu oa ka
    


    
      Ha ke tloha kea tsekela,
    


    
      Ke ikela haeso, haeso Lesotho koana
    


    
      Ha ke tloha kea kolla,
    


    
      Hele helele ngoan’eso Anna,
    


    
      Bo-malimabe bo ntsoereng!
    


    
      Hobaneng kea tsamaea,
    


    
      Ke ’Mamanyaloa
    


    
      … Basali ba na ba nrerile.
    


    
      Ba buoa ka ’na ngoanana ka ’na likhutlong tsa matlo.
    


    
      Ke ba Sheba ba sheba koana.
    


    
      Hee oena, ngoan’aka ngoanana, Ntate kapa Nthako,
    


    
      Ke siea bana beso
    


    
      Ke ba na kampong ea Hlotse, banana,
    


    
      Ke ba siea ke ba tsepisang mang?
    


    
      Ke tsepile Ramaseli ee!
    


    
      Ke tlohele nthapelle
    


    
      Che, hobane ke letekatse.
    


    
      Ba botsa hore na ke busoa kae?
    


    
      Ke tseba moo ke phelang banana
    


    
      Kampong ea Hlotse,
    


    
      Helele, helelele, helehelele,
    


    
      Pelo eaka e loana le maikutlo,
    


    
      ’Na ngoananyana oa ha-Masupha.
    


    
      Heee! the cruelty to my mother,
    


    
      To my mother, an unfortunate
    


    
      woman, she cries daily oe!
    


    
      Always my heart never forgets.
    


    
      Chabane, I am going away.
    


    
      I am a person living in difficulties:
    


    
      I live by cheating workers [migrants],
    


    
      I’m not working; I’m a wandering divorcer;
    


    
      I, a little girl of Lesotho.
    


    
      Give me a ticket, gentlemen,
    


    
      a ticket and my stick
    


    
      When I leave, I wander about,
    


    
      I am going home, home to Lesotho.
    


    
      When I leave, I move fast.
    


    
      Hele helele! my sister Anna,
    


    
      The misfortunes that have seized me!
    


    
      Why am I going?
    


    
      I am the mother of marriages [have many men].
    


    
      These women, they speak about me,
    


    
      They speak about me, girl, about
    


    
      me at the house corners.
    


    
      I look at them; they look away, yonder.
    


    
      Hee you, my girl child, my father or Nthako,
    


    
      I abandon my sisters [fellow barmaids];
    


    
      Here they are at Hlotse camp [town], girls,
    


    
      In whose trust do I leave them?
    


    
      I have entrusted them to God ee! [no husbands]
    


    
      I have left, pray for me,
    


    
      Yes, because I am a prostitute.
    


    
      They ask of me, where am I ruled [staying]?
    


    
      I know where I live, girls:
    


    
      At Hlotse, the camp [town],
    


    
      Helele, helelele, helehelele,
    


    
      My heart fights with my understanding,
    


    
      Me, a little girl of Masupha’s.
    


    
      Nthabiseng Nthako, the composer/performer of this passage, was 22 years old, an unmarried barmaid, afraid that
      the miner who paid the rent on her tiny, ramshackle bedroom might forsake her, but confident of attracting a
      replacement when he did so. The cross-gender dimension of her stance is exemplified by the rhetorical request:
      ‘Give me a ticket, gentlemen, a ticket and my stick’, referring to the train ticket and heavy wooden fighting
      stick (molamu) that symbolise the intrepidity of the male migrant. Their fellow travellers, the women of
      eloquence, sustain themselves and their companions in affliction with songs of innocence and experience, in which
      their misfortunes are lamented, but their care for true friends and lovers never dies.25
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      Although the distance involved in the artist Tito Zungu’s journey between work
      and home was relatively short, compared to the trans-country journeys travelled by many mineworkers, for example,
      his life was nonetheless defined by South Africa’s migrant labour system. His experience therefore overlaps with
      that of many others. However, Zungu created an art form arising out of his experience that is unique. His
      renowned, hand-embellished envelopes can be seen as powerful symbols of the journey between rural homestead and
      urban centre. The envelopes were originally made as literal containers of letters, mechanisms for communicating
      with correspondents far away. After his work was introduced to the art market, the envelopes came instead to be
      regarded as artworks, ending their journey as highly sought-after objects in collections around the world.
    


    
      In 1999, shortly before his death in January 2000, Wits Art Museum (WAM, then the University of the Witwatersrand
      Art Galleries) approved the purchase of a collection of 46 envelopes, 4 drawings and a diary from the artist.
      This collection forms part of the Standard Bank African Art Collection holdings of Zungu’s works at WAM, the
      other items being two drawings that were acquired by the university in 1987. The envelopes have discernibly been
      sent through the mail; they are franked and creased, the texture worn so soft it resembles fabric, rather than
      crisp paper. Many have suffered losses from insect damage and some are stained from contact with liquid. All show
      evidence of wear and tear from having been extensively handled. All have been carefully slit open on one short
      side to extract the contents; none have had their flaps torn open. The backs of a few have been used for
      apparently unrelated calculations or scrawls. In addition to the address and postage stamp, 25 of the envelopes,
      more than half, have meticulous ballpoint pen images of aeroplanes drawn across their front surfaces. There are
      other images too: a complex image of a ship filling the envelope, a radio, two depict homesteads, others include
      flowers, foliage or geometric shapes. On many, embellished words and letters form part of the design. Eight
      envelopes have no drawings at all and do not appear to have been created by the artist.
    


    
      The materiality of the envelopes reflects the circumstances of their making. The modesty of the materials used –
      pencil and black, blue, green and red ballpoint pens and occasionally pencil crayon on commercially produced
      green, pink, blue and white envelopes – corresponds to the artist’s straitened financial circumstances. Most of
      the envelopes in the collection are the small, rectangular shape still on sale in packs at supermarkets, general
      dealers and stationery shops. One is an airmail envelope with the characteristic red, white and blue chevron
      edging (2000.01.12) and three are the extended, long, rectangular shape known as DL (2000.01.19A (see Figure 13.1), 2000.01.25A and
      2000.01.45).1
    


    
      The envelopes represent the earliest part of his production, the period leading up to his introduction into the
      art market in 1970 and the promotion of his work by Jo Thorpe of the African Art Centre in Durban (which was then
      known as the South African Institute of Race Relations). This institution played a key role in Zungu’s career
      trajectory and acclaim, exhibitions, travel, publication, awards and commissions followed.2 His works became bigger and more complex, evolving into highly detailed stand-alone
      drawings. As a result of contact with professional artists and printmakers in Durban, he started using different
      materials that were less vulnerable to fading and explored printmaking as a mode of production. His artmaking
      practice, however, continued to be an activity that was fitted into available free time after hours, whether he
      was working as a domestic worker in Durban or later, after he returned to Maphumulo (or Mapumulo) in 1993, as a
      farmer.
    


    
      Zungu’s envelopes were widely known in the art world, especially after his first solo exhibition at the
      University of the Witwatersrand Studio Galleries in Johannesburg in 1982. His work had previously been included
      in group exhibitions in Durban where it had been awarded prizes, but it was after the exhibition of a significant body of work (more than 60 envelopes) that his work became known further
      afield.3 He continued exhibiting consistently every couple of years from then onwards and was
      included subsequently in significant art catalogues. Attention was paid to the formal qualities, symbolism and
      style of the envelopes and the elaborate drawings that he developed. What have not been considered at any length
      in these art publications, however, are the contents of the envelopes. This component of the WAM collection, in
      conjunction with the embellished envelopes, is what makes it distinctive and forms the basis of this chapter’s
      exploration of Zungu’s work as a prism through which to reflect on the artist’s experience of migrancy.
    


    
      [image: Image]


      
        Figure 13.1
      


      
        Tito Zungu 1968
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, pencil on envelope 8.8 × 14.9 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      The limitations of the archive need to be noted: only one side of the correspondence is represented and only one
      letter is from Zungu himself. The rest are from his correspondents, and the context in which they were written is
      not known. Readers who are tempted to surmise must necessarily risk misinterpretation. The personal nature of the
      letters also needs to be acknowledged; these are private letters from one person to another and were not intended
      for publication. The furtive pleasure of reading someone else’s correspondence is undeniable, although the
      content deals with everyday domestic concerns and there are no salacious details involved. Despite the relatively
      large amount published on the artist during his lifetime, the letters raise many unanswered questions.4 The relationships between the individuals involved is unknown, but it is clear that
      Zungu regarded the people who wrote to him as important; he kept their letters for decades and he gave them
      embellished envelopes to carry their communication to him. This apparent inversion of what might be expected,
      that the envelopes with Zungu’s drawings would contain letters from him sent to his correspondents, is one of the
      questions posed by the collection, but the potency of the connection between the parties involved is demonstrable
      in the investment of time, labour and aesthetic considerations.
    


    
      Many of the letters (written in isiZulu and translated into English in 2003 as part of my research into the
      collection) bear no date other than the post office’s stamp on the envelope; the earliest is from 1966 and the
      most recent from 1975. In some cases, a date seems to have been added on the back by the artist, on receipt of
      the letter. Zungu kept this correspondence among his personal effects for more than three decades. Many excerpts
      from the letters have been included in this chapter in recognition of the power of the direct voice of the
      correspondents. The idiosyncratic grammar has been retained in order to preserve the immediacy of the words and
      expression. Together with their envelopes, they articulate the condition of Zungu’s journeys.
    


    
      ‘Dear sweetheart wishing you a good life’
    


    
      Various birth dates have been published for Zungu. In the biography by Jill Addleson and Patricia Khoza in the
      1997 retrospective exhibition catalogue, the most substantial publication on the artist, the date is given as
      1939, whereas in the biographical handout issued in 2013 by the African Art Centre, the institution most strongly
      associated with promoting Zungu’s career, and in Steven Sack’s The Neglected Tradition, his year of
      birth is given as 1946.5 The artist states in ADA (Architecture Design Art)
      that he does not know when he was born.6 Zungu’s
      patron Amancio (Pancho) Gueddes estimates in the same volume that the artist was at the time of publication about
      40 years old, putting his birth date at about 1946.7 His first
      name was Nganeziyamhlonipha (‘one who is respected by youths and young women’), but in the art world he is known
      by the name Tito. This name is derived from another of his names, Deton, and was coined by the Dominican sisters
      at Walsingham Girls’ Hostel in Durban, where he worked from 1970.
    


    
      Zungu grew up on a farm in the Maphumulo district, near Stanger (now KwaDukuza), on the north coast of
      KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. He did not receive any formal schooling. Gavin Younge notes: ‘As is common with
      children born to dispossessed parents in the late 1940s there was no family land left to plough’ and ‘his adolescence was spent working as farmhand and gazing out to sea’.8
    


    
      Zungu began drawing in the late 1950s and decorated and sold his first envelope for one penny. As his skills
      improved, his price increased, ‘first to twopence, then a tickey, then sixpence and eventually to twenty
      cents’.9 Zungu’s initial customers were his friends and family members, who used the envelopes
      to send letters to loved ones far away. At this time, the postal system was the main vehicle for people to remain
      in contact. Zungu’s first sale to a collector is recorded as 1960, but his market continued to be primarily his
      community into the 1970s.10 In 1966, when he was about 20 years old, Zungu moved to the urban
      centres to find work, initially in Pinetown, then Marianhill and then in Durban. All are approximately 108
      kilometres away from his home. He was employed as a domestic worker at various places and gardening, cooking and
      cleaning are recorded as his occupations. After moving to Durban in 1970, he worked there for the better part of
      three decades, returning to his home only two or three times a year.
    


    
      The care and precision necessitated by Zungu’s technique is stressed in various publications. A deeply religious
      man, he explained the inspiration behind his creating: ‘I am sure that my talent is a gift from God because it is
      not something I can just sit down and do. I must feel moved to do it. I have sometimes felt frustrated and blank,
      and have not been able to produce anything.’11 He describes
      his method as follows: ‘My first drawings in colour pencil were very simple outlines of buildings. I progressed
      to ballpoint pen’ and further:
    


    
      I made discoveries as I went along; a red and blue line drawn on each other makes a black one. I therefore used
      black straight away. Thereafter I used black as the foundation lines. I knew that ballpoint fades with time, so
      to guard against this I have to draw over the same line several times.
    


    
      Both Greg Hayes and Colin Richards in the catalogue for the 1997 retrospective exhibition further describe his
      painstaking practice.12 The envelopes in the WAM collection display the minimal materials
      and restricted means that characterise the artworks from the early part of Zungu’s career. His initial use of a
      comb as a drawing implement is visible on some of the envelopes, as well as the ruler he used
      subsequently.13 In most cases, the drawings occupy a relatively modest area of the envelope. Only in
      one (2000.01.01, Figure 13.2) does
      the drawing, a ship flying a flag, extend across the whole surface.14
    


    
      This envelope was clearly not used to send a letter through the mail. The majority of the envelopes in this
      collection, though, were intended primarily as conveyers of correspondence, symbolised by the aeroplanes
      inscribed on the surface, vehicles of speed and sophistication. The other images can also be regarded as symbols
      of modernity and communication. A radio broadcasts public information and entertainment and logo-like emblems
      reflect stamps of authorship and authority (2000.01.40A, Figure 13.3).
    


    
      Zungu retired in 1993 and moved back to Maphumulo where he farmed during the day and continued drawing at night.
      His wife Ngethusile died in February 1999, after which he too became ill. He died on 11 January 2000 at Doornkop,
      Maphumulo.
    


    
      ‘Oh well cousin all days are beautiful I would like you to reply’
    


    
      The Zungu archive at WAM reflects the reliance on and value afforded to the written word and postal communication
      by both the artist and his correspondents. The community service undertaken by Nokukhanya Luthuli, wife of Albert
      Luthuli, who delivered letters on foot, is cited by Sue Williamson as evidence of the importance of the postal
      service among rural residents.15 Luthuli lived in Groutville, about 55 kilometres from Maphumulo,
      also in the KwaDukuza region and opened a post office for residents of Groutville.16 This
      commitment reflects the complete dependence on what is now considered ‘snail
      mail’, easy to underestimate from the vantage point of our current digital era, when email and text messaging are
      ubiquitous. Cellular technology is now prevalent even among poor communities in the most rural parts of the
      world. In the 1960s, however, the postal service was essential as a means of communication. One of the earliest
      letters in the archive, from Shiyabenkami in 1966, in an envelope with an aeroplane drawn across the top left
      corner, notes: ‘Thank you for an envelope and the stamp so I will not forget replying sometimes I would open the
      letter quickly hoping that I will get a green writing pad inside the envelope but now I am not going to forget
      writing’ (2000.01.10B). Wilson Zungu writes in 1969: ‘I am asking you nicely to reply me … I would like you to
      reply me soon so that I will have more information – hurry up … please write back to me I want to know – reply me
      my brother. It is me’ (2000.01.29B). This envelope is not adorned, except for the address in purple ink, which is
      stamped as if from a rubber stamp.
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        Figure 13.2
      


      
        Tito Zungu
      


      
        Not dated
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, pencil, felt-tip pen, pencil crayon on envelope 14.6 × 18.5 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
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        Figure 13.3
      


      
        Tito Zungu 1973
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, felt-tip pen, rubber stamps, pencil on envelope 6.2 × 10.9 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      Zungu himself, in the only letter in the archive written by him, inscribed to ‘My dear Mama’, writes in 1970:
      ‘... there is something that worries me mother why are you not writing I would like to know why are you not
      writing? Give my regards to everyone at home including those I no longer remember my words end here’
      (2000.01.33C). In his heart-wrenching plea, the echoes of the son desperate for news from home reverberate still,
      more than 40 years later, even in the electronic age of instant communication.
      The letter is written on a non-standard-size piece of paper and meticulously edged in green felt-tip pen
      (2000.01.33C, Figure 13.4). It was
      contained in an envelope embellished with a ten-point star (or ten-petalled flower) drawn in the top left corner
      (2000.01.33A). The envelope is otherwise unadorned, except for the address in the bottom left corner, also
      printed in purple ink from a rubber stamp, below the words ‘Mr Zungu’, which are handwritten in purple letters.
      Included was a second letter, from Geja Mvelase, who says: ‘I have heard she is not replying your letters I will
      go and check her’ (2000.01.33B). One of the last letters in the collection is from Jo Thorpe and was written in
      1974. She asks Zungu to ‘Please come to my office, because your cheque has arrived it is from overseas’
      (2000.01.44B).
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        Figure 13.4
      


      
        Tito Zungu 1970
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, felt-tip pen, paper 14 × 8 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      Many correspondents were not literate and would rely on someone with the necessary skills to be able to
      communicate. Letters would be dictated to a scribe and their recipients would have to locate someone to read the
      letter to them. The frustrations of relying on a scribe are clearly articulated in the Zungu letters, as in these
      excerpts from two letters written in 1968 by Nkanimangele Mhlongo: ‘... forgive me for taking too long replying
      your letter mother is very sick and also I could not find anyone to write for me yesterday the whole day I was in
      and out looking for someone but I did not find anyone’ (2000.01.02A, Figure 13.5) and ‘... do not be sickened
      that I took long to reply the reason is that the person who has been writing letters for me has been sick with
      flu’ (2000.01.22B, C). The envelope for the first letter has a transistor radio and leaf drawn across its face
      and the latter has an envelope with two aeroplanes and the text ‘Do try not to be late PIA almost never is’
      (2000.01.22A).
    


    
      Zungu, too, was not literate, although some records indicate that he was taught the basics by the Dominican
      sisters in 1970 when he started working at Walsingham Girls’ Hostel.17 In his
      statement published in ADA in 1986, the artist says that he cannot read or write: ‘I had often studied
      writing and longed to be able to write, with the result that I often practised. Being left handed, the letters
      turned out back to front. The desire to write soon left me and I found making pictures more interesting
      …’.18
    


    
      The correspondents would rely on local stores to receive and keep their mail until it was collected. Zungu’s
      correspondents wrote most often from the post office box numbers of Ntwashini Store in Stanger, but also Mill
      Store in Pinetown; Jadoo 8 Fresh Produce in Stanger; Ndulinde Store, Ndulinde; Dewons’ Jerooms (or Tiroom) in
      Stanger; Thuma Trading Store in Kranskop; Tshelabantu BC School in Doringkop and Nsungwini BC School in Stanger.
      Their letters are addressed to Zungu at Mill Trading Store, Pinetown; Irvington Dairy, Marianhill and Walsingham
      Girls’ Club in Durban. The sole letter from Zungu amongst this collection is written from this last address.
    


    
      Zungu’s envelopes were available for purchase. He also gave decorated and self-addressed envelopes to those he
      wished to write to him. The letters record the high esteem in which the decorated envelopes were held. Robert’s
      (surname unknown) letter of 1969, placing an order for some of Zungu’s envelopes, is in an unadorned envelope:
    


    
      ... make others for 6 cents they must be 15 and also make 15 for 10 cents. And those ones for 4 cents. Listen now
      they do not want the stamp on them, they say you must not stamp them, make others and these ones should be the
      same as the first ones. Make them quickly please Zungu (2000.01.32B).
    


    
      Geja Mvelase writes in 1970:
    


    
      ... you also promised that you will make the envelopes for me have you not forgotten to make them please make
      those for me I am not going to forget that you have to do them for me brother I will pay you, the one that you
      sent your letter with is very beautiful I would like to have the same as that one, I cannot wait for it I want to
      show off (2000.01.33B).
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        Figure 13.5
      


      
        Tito Zungu 1973
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, felt-tip pen, rubber stamps, pencil on envelope 6.2 × 10.9 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      The Zungu archive reflects the numerous solicitations for assistance and
      obligations of financial support for those back home that are a marker of the urban employed in a context of
      rural poverty. An unsigned 1966 letter in an envelope with an aeroplane across the top left corner (2000.01.06A)
      pleads: ‘I got the money on the 8 Monday – please find me a job in that place – do not forget’ (2000.01.06C) and
      Zungu’s brother (HW Mehlomane Zungu – Willie) writes in 1967, also in an envelope with an aeroplane across the
      face, ‘... I am looking for a job there – there is no money’ (2000.01.16), while his brother-in-law, Muntu
      Shandu, writes in 1969 ‘... I am asking you to look for me a job help me I am struggling ... tell me when you
      find one I will be happy’ (2000.01.31B). This last letter is in an envelope with a crude sketch of a house on it
      that does not appear to be drawn by Zungu (2000.01.31A).
    


    
      Saraphina Dube writes to Zungu, her brother-in-law, in 1966 with an extensive list of her requirements which are
      quoted here in full:
    


    
      I am letting you know that the money is eight pounds the items are my father’s shirt and waistcoat and a hat my
      mother’s items are traditional mat a headscarf a pillow ... and a towel a dish washing soap … two handkerchiefs
      two shirts for my brother … and a blouse for Bhubhu two towels two white and two red and four t-shirts and four
      vests ... and four small kerchiefs two of them must be white and other two must striped and six facecloths and
      four dozens and six packets of sugar and a knife (2000.01.09B).
    


    
      This letter is contained in an envelope that has rudimentary ballpoint-pen drawings of plant forms on the front;
      it is not clear if this was the beginnings of a Zungu drawing or, as seems more likely considering the difference
      in style, is perhaps by another hand.
    


    
      Shiyabenkani Mhlongo berates Zungu in 1967 for his lack of financial support:
    


    
      ... we are not feeling well at all I have toothache what is more painful is the fact that I do not have even
      fifty cents to take it out while I have many sons people are mocking me … when I got the letter I was happy what
      is bad is that you did not send me even one rand … that is all I want to tell you that I am struggling to make
      ends meet (2000.01.14B).
    


    
      This letter is in an envelope with an aeroplane diagonally across the left side (2000.01.14A). Mrs P Gumede in
      1974 is grateful for her support ‘... I got a letter with R2 thank you my child and may God be with you I bought
      tea and beans I thank you very much’ (2000.01.42B). Her envelope is unadorned (2000.01.42A).
    


    
      Some of the letters reflect the indignities and hardship of life under apartheid. Zungu’s brother writes in 1966:
    


    
      Do not forget that I will not receive my mail if you use the names that are not in my dompas – whites are going
      to refuse – use Willie E Zungu or Mehlomane Zungu because they are going to say I am thief who wants to steal the
      money – because it is not mine – by mentioning the name that does not exist in the dompas … I will thank you
      after sending me R4 (2000.01.05B).
    


    
      An unsigned letter, also from 1966 and addressed to ‘Dear my brother’, wonders ‘what was question of that white
      person the one who asked whether you were educated or not – what was he thinking’ (2000.01.06B). The stamps on
      the envelopes alone tell a South African history of exclusion through the choice of political and cultural events
      considered worthy of commemoration: Cape wine estate Groot Constantia (1961); the lives of South African prime
      ministers DF Malan (1974) and Hendrik Verwoerd (1966); the fifth anniversary of the Republic of South Africa
      (1966); the world’s first heart transplant (1967); the SA Games (1969); the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek (ZAR) mail coach (c.1969); various agricultural sectors
      including a sheep (1972); the centenary of the University of South Africa (Unisa) (1973); the 25th anniversary of the Voortrekker Monument (1974) and the gold mining industry (1974). The value of
      a postage stamp for standard-size local mail increased from 2½ cents in 1961 to 4 cents in 1974.
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        Figure 13.6
      


      
        Tito Zungu 1969
      


      
        Ballpoint pen, pencil on envelope 8.9 × 15 cm
      


      
        Standard Bank African Art Collection (Wits Art Museum)
      

    


    
      The advantages of earning in an urban situation can be heard in the admiration and envy of Zungu’s brother, M
      Wilson Zungu, who enquires in 1968, from Stanger, of Zungu in Pinetown: ‘Now my brother I would like you to tell
      me about the girls – how are they going to be – will there be many of them – I want to know my brother’
      (2000.01.24B). This envelope has two aeroplanes and the year 1968 drawn down the left side (2000.01.24A). Fifteen
      of Zungu’s letters are love letters, written in evocative, poetic language that describes the longing and
      frustration of a couple who are parted. In two letters from 1967, Ngethusile Mhlongo, whom Zungu married in 1978
      after more than a decade of courtship, yearns: ‘… sometimes when I am thinking of you I feel like I am next to
      you but when I think about our situation it is then I realise that you are not here at all, I am missing you my
      love’ (2000.01.12B) and: ‘Oh go my piece of paper and give my regards to my love the mountains that see you for
      me must be satisfied indeed mountain mountain I do not have many words’ (2000.01.15B). Both letters are in
      envelopes that have extensive drawings, the first with trees and houses (2000.01.12A) and the second with a large
      aeroplane across the bottom (2000.01.15A). The archive also includes love letters from Nkanimangele Mhlongo, such
      as this from 1968: ‘I am missing you very much my darling but now I am happy … my “dudu” of the heart the day you
      come I will need the wings’ (2000.01.22B) in an envelope with an aeroplane across the front. (2000.01.22A). There
      are letters also from Hlekabenqaba Mhlongo, who writes in 1969: ‘I even ask myself whether you “poisoned” me in
      order to love you that much, I sometimes say to myself the plate and spoon you use for eating must be satisfied.
      Oh go my paper and give my regards to my love’ (2000.01.30B). This last is contained in an extensively
      embellished envelope with a large aeroplane across the face (2000.01.30A, Figure 13.6).
    


    
      The temptation to speculate as to the relationship between the three Mhlongos who author the love letters,
      Ngethusile, Nkanimangele and Hlekabenqaba, is irresistible. Were they sisters vying for the hand of the same man?
      Or are they three names for the same person? The letters from Ngethusile and Hlekabenqaba both have the same
      address, Jadoo Fresh Produce, while Nkanimangele’s does not include a sender’s address. What is irrefutable
      though is the significant difficulty inevitably faced by those conducting a long-distance relationship.
    


    
      Although we do not know how long each envelope took Zungu to complete (and obviously the amount of time would
      depend on the complexity of the drawings), it is clear from their precision, density, focus and delicacy that
      these represent considerable investments of work in the creation of the vehicle of communication: true labours of
      love. As a comparative measure, a (much larger) drawing took about a month of working at night.19 Colin Richards describes the lengthy preparations that Zungu required in order to
      feel able to undertake his drawings: ‘He insists that he cannot simply begin drawing anywhere, anytime. His
      “method” is itself an initiation and a meditation … he will not get too excited, nor will he become bored. Too
      much of either will destroy the very sense and rhythm of the act.’20
    


    
      The images of aeroplanes on the envelopes have become synonymous with Zungu’s art. The combination of symbolic
      and practical functions is described by Andries Botha as ‘the metaphor of the envelope, its shape, its function
      as carrier of both intimate and pragmatic information thus becomes a metaphor of Zungu’s preoccupation with the
      idea of flight and distance’.21 Zungu stated that he received divine inspiration to draw an
      aeroplane without ever having seen one: ‘My first jet plane was drawn from pure inspiration, because I only saw
      an aeroplane or picture of one after I had drawn it ... I am sure that my talent is a gift from God.’22 The symbolic value of aeroplanes as images of modernity, speed,
      aspiration and technology is very apt on envelopes as the vehicle of communication that is physically carrying
      the messages, something similar to the airmail sticker that is used to distinguish between postal services that
      travel by land or by air. Zungu’s first flight is recorded as taking place in 1987 when he travelled with
      Ngethusile, his wife, and Jo Thorpe to Johannesburg for his second solo exhibition,23 although
      Yvonne Winters indicates that this occurred much earlier, in the 1970s.24 Zungu
      certainly flew on other occasions. Botha describes the artist’s fascination with the in-flight view of their
      aeroplane when he and Zungu flew to Amsterdam together in 1993: ‘He kept coming to fetch me to show me the small
      little aircraft captured on his video screen in front of his seat, indicating to me how wonderful God actually
      was.’25
    


    
      The symbolism of the correspondence is not restricted to the imagery in the drawings. Ngethusile Mhlongo writes
      in 1967 of her distress at receiving a letter from Tito Zungu that was written in red ink:
    


    
      I heard the news that you were sick and that you went to hospital you were seriously injured just because of
      Christmas accidents this is bad luck … you made me anxious you wrote to me in red ink it is not right the red ink
      signals danger or death (2000.01.18B).
    


    
      ‘I always wish you a good health I am still well but not much’
    


    
      The Zungu archive at WAM contains correspondence that articulates many of the conditions central to the
      experience of migrant labourers in South Africa during apartheid: rural poverty, illiteracy, lack of education,
      long-distance relationships, family ties, cultural values, the dependence on the postal system. All are embodied
      in the personal letters sent to the artist and the powerful visual symbol of aeroplanes he drew on the envelopes.
      Together they clearly demonstrate the value the artist placed on keeping close to his heart his loved ones who
      were far away.
    


    
      The narrative of migrancy in South Africa is articulated in broad brushstrokes commensurate with the expanse of
      time and people affected. In the mass of information, though, it can be difficult to hear the voice of individual
      experience. This opportunity is clearly afforded by the Zungu archive at WAM: a body of texts that was created in
      the private register, enclosed in containers that traversed the space between the private and the public sphere,
      but remained essentially in the personal register and, on acquisition by the museum, has entered the public
      domain.
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      In September and October 2011, the Johannesburg city centre was adorned with
      huge photographs on canvas, draped over the sides of several buildings in Newtown. In these various photographs,
      a black woman posed in a regal Victorian blue dress, with an apron around her waist. In one of them, she held an
      umbrella as a sceptre; in another, she stood at a bus stop and in another, knitted a Superman jersey.1 Within a few weeks, these became an accepted feature of the city landscape, prompting
      a Mail & Guardian journalist to interview several Johannesburg residents to find out how they
      understood the artworks. One woman said that she did not understand the photographs, while another, presumably a
      domestic worker, said she could not recognise herself in the fantastical images. She said: ‘I can see it’s me.
      But with an umbrella? With this apron, like a person working the house? With an apron and umbrella, it’s not on,
      no.’2 This public art was part of an exhibition entitled ‘Long Live the Dead Queen’ by Mary
      Sibande, a young South African artist. The photographs of the domestic worker, dubbed ‘Sophie’ – a generic
      Anglicised name for a domestic worker – expresses pride and reimagines the figures of Sibande’s foremothers (who
      were domestic workers) by rooting the images in what art critic Mary Corrigal called the ‘realm of fantasy, thus
      obviating those predictable knee jerk emotional responses which ultimately have a didactic goal and underscore
      the domestic workers’ role as victim’.3 The confusion expressed by the interviewees was reflective of
      the static image of the domestic worker in the minds of many South Africans, as a poor and victimised black
      woman, recognisable only by her working identity.
    


    
      But in 2010, I met Sophie M, a woman in her late 50s who was far from the victimised generic cardboard cut-out
      ‘Sophie’. Born in 1952 on a farm east of Pretoria, she walked a well-travelled path in the South African
      imagination: forced to seek work in ‘white South Africa’, she set up an alternative semi-rural home in
      Hammanskraal, on the border of Bophuthatswana and Pretoria. She travelled between her rural ‘home’ and the
      live-in quarters of her various employers and eventually settled in Kanana, a township in Hammanskraal, although
      she still worked as a domestic worker once a week for a retired woman living in Pretoria. Sophie’s life, as she
      recounted it to me, sheds light on ‘a black woman’s experience’ of migrancy and apartheid. It offers up her
      agency in the face of debates about structuralism,4 and can also
      be employed to understand ‘forms of consciousness’, in the same way that Belinda Bozzoli uses Mmantho Nkotsoe’s
      interviews of 22 women of Phokeng.5 But in light of the – albeit uneven – work of the preceding
      decades on women and labour migrancy, perhaps Sophie’s testimony most powerfully shows the constant negotiation
      and constitution of the categories of ‘woman’, ‘migrant’ and ‘labour’, too often presumed to be natural or
      eternal. The story of Sophie that I tell here is a story that shows the complexity of the ties between these
      three categories and forces us to rethink some of the major tropes of South African experiences.
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      A ‘respectable’ womanhood
    


    
      Sophie M was born into the new apartheid state on a white-owned farm in Bronkhorspruit in the Transvaal. Life on
      the farm was not easy for her family, who had to work three months a year to sustain their lodging rights,
      undertaking heavy and onerous tasks, with little obvious reward. Sophie recalled having to go early every morning
      to milk the cows on the farm, a young girl quickly initiated into the rhythms of farm life. But in an
      increasingly capitalist economy such an existence was too insecure for a large family and so, to supplement the
      family’s subsistence livelihood, her father cycled to Pretoria every week to look for a more regular income.
      Throughout the week, Sophie helped around the house, particularly looking
      after her younger brother, with whom she developed a strong relationship. ’I was like a little mother,’ she
      explained. ‘I loved to put him on my back.’ From 15 to 18, Sophie attended school on the farm, but she claims her
      father put an abrupt end to it because he believed that too much schooling was inappropriate for girls. At the
      age of 21, Sophie fell pregnant and was left without support from her son’s father. In the mid-1970s, in
      desperate need of sustenance to support her young son, she sought out work as a domestic worker in ‘white’ South
      Africa.
    


    
      However, that Sophie became a domestic worker was not nearly as inevitable as contemporary South African
      realities may make it seem. In many ways, what Sophie was doing was new – her mother had not been a domestic
      worker and neither had her grandmother before her. Rather, her foremothers, unlike many black men of their
      generations, had resisted full capitalist integration, presumably at times of their own volition and at other
      times heavily influenced by conservative patriarchs of the countryside, resistant across much of rural South
      Africa to women leaving the homestead. Her grandmothers would only partially enter the informal economy by being
      washerwomen and farm labourers, but primarily contributed to the maintenance of a rural home. In fact, while
      young Xhosa women on the Cape’s eastern frontier had started entering domestic work in white houses from as early
      as the 1820s,6 in the nineteenth-century Transvaal it was initially young Zulu men who did domestic
      work in white homes. And, by the early decades of the twentieth century, a broader range of black men from across
      the country could be found washing clothes, drying dishes and serving up dinner for young white
      children.7 Despite the rigid specificity of Victorian gender roles in colonial society at the
      time, in practice many employers preferred hiring men because ‘they could work them harder (at a time when
      housework was physically quite demanding), house them more roughly and control them through passes. Women, exempt
      from passes until the late 1950s, could walk out of a job with greater impunity.’8
    


    
      But, by the time that Sophie reached young adulthood in the second half of the twentieth century, the
      institutions of socialisation and the demographics of domestic work in the Transvaal had begun to change
      noticeably. Significantly, the role mission schools played in educating young black children was less powerful
      and the influence of Christianity, especially in Sophie’s young life, created primarily ideological goals to
      strive towards. As Helen Bradford has argued, by the early twentieth century, simply being Christian did not
      translate into being educated or middle class as previously had been the case.9 Rather, as
      children were brought up in increasingly Christian homes, theology advocated Victorian gender ideals as an
      aspiration,10 demanding that women maintain a ‘respectable femininity’ as nurturers in a nuclear
      domestic space. Sophie’s family had only recently come to Christianity; her one set of grandparents still
      practised traditional Ndebele customs. But when Sophie asked her Christian grandmother why they did not wear
      blankets to weddings and colourful clothes, she was told as a marker of difference and almost as a point of pride
      that ‘we are not acting like the other Ndebele’. Instead, Sophie and her siblings were immersed in the domestic
      space, a trend across many African households on farms in South Africa. Sophie’s older sister remembered spending
      most of her time ‘giving hands to our parents’,11 while Sophie
      has vivid memories of helping her mother to bring up the other children.12 She went on
      to explain that at home it was often said that ‘a women’s place [is] in the kitchen only. And the kitchen must
      cook. Women [did not] work at that time.’
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      The demand for domestic workers, the increasingly expansive networks facilitating entry into white homes, an
      ideology of feminine respectability and, ultimately, a gendered economic push
      provided the catalysts for Sophie to enter domestic work. With a young child, no male support and a strong desire
      to be as independent a mother as possible, Sophie sought out waged work. But there was a precedent set for a
      young black woman entering urban South Africa, which shaped the nature of this entry for Sophie quite
      significantly. From the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, multiple waves of ‘moral panic’ swept across
      both black and white South Africa. At the heart of it was the increasing presence of women in the cities. While
      the migration of young Afrikaans women into the city and their involvement in trade union politics raised many
      white patriarchal eyebrows, their presence in town did not cause nearly as much anxiety as black
      women’s.13 By the early twentieth century, black women, first from southern Mozambique, but
      increasingly from the Eastern Cape and Lesotho, migrated in greater numbers to towns in search of work, stray
      husbands or freedom from rural patriarchs. Their involvement in beer-brewing and prostitution, particularly in
      the Transvaal where domestic work had for decades been closed off to women, frustrated and incensed white police
      and municipalities, as well as many older African men and chiefs, who felt their patriarchal power slipping away.
      The mid-1930s marked the beginning of a continued flow of Basotho women into the urban centres of South Africa
      and, noticeably, increasing clashes with the police that on the surface were about illegal beer-brewing and
      prostitution, but ultimately concerned the role urban women were playing in undermining segregationist policies
      and ‘detribalising’ migrant labourers.14 These tensions were replicated across the country over the
      next few decades, accompanied by the state’s (and much of society’s) association of urban black women with crime,
      disease and illicit sex. In the 1940s and 1950s in the townships of East London, for example, unmarried mothers
      were deemed to be acting in an unholy alliance with the tsotsis of the townships, many of whom were their sons.
      Hand in hand, they were portrayed as the rot at the centre of ‘slum culture’.15
    


    
      The state had clearly categorised urban black women as a danger, prone to immorality. In response to this, a
      range of churches set up ‘Christian Compounds for Girls’,16 which
      effectively functioned as policed accommodation to channel urbanised women into domestic work. Acting in response
      to this perception of urbanised women, and in the framework set out by the churches, like many of her peers,
      Sophie prioritised domestic work over other forms of generating income in the city, as the ideal way of
      maintaining a respectable femininity in compromised circumstances.17
    


    
      Labouring for motherhood
    


    
      Arriving in Pretoria to work for an Afrikaans family, Sophie was suddenly a migrant labourer, an urbanised black
      woman and a domestic worker. But her tasks for Mr and Mrs VL, her first employers, were not very different from
      her daily activities on the farm: she was cleaning, cooking, ironing and looking after children. Her status,
      however, had dramatically changed, partially as a product of the state’s perception of working black
      women and partially as a result of the networks of women in which Sophie was embedded.
    


    
      How the state defined domestic work was significant in shaping the meaning of Sophie’s labour in the homes of her
      employers, both pre- and post-1994. Firstly, the apartheid state provided almost no protection for domestic work
      in the labour law. While the 1936 Industrial Conciliation Act claimed to regulate ‘negotiations, the prevention
      and settlement of disputes between employee and employer, strikes and lock outs’,18 it
      specifically excluded domestic workers, giving them no wage-bargaining power, minimum wage or employment
      benefits. In fact, the only employment ‘benefit’ they were legally entitled to was ‘one month’s notice, or pay in
      lieu of notice’. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the Black Sash took on many cases of this nature,
      appealing to common law via the Department of Manpower, or attempting to shame employers into increasing wages,
      since there was no legal obligation for them to do so.19 At a Black
      Sash congress, Jacklyn Cock argued for the desperate need for such action: in
      the 1970s, domestic workers were earning on average R22 per month for full-time work.20 Without any
      laws stipulating minimum wages, hours of work or other conditions of service, domestic workers had to rely on the
      goodwill of individual employers to provide them with a living wage.21 Sophie’s
      fortunes were mixed, but there was very little she could do to realign her bad ‘madams’ and ‘masters’ to the
      standards of the kinder employers. The Wiehahn Commission of 1979, set up to co-opt the emerging black trade
      union movement, excluded domestic and farm workers from the extension of labour right of black
      Africans.22
    


    
      Without legal protection, ‘hidden’ in the VL’s live-in quarters, atomised and isolated from other domestic
      workers in the city, domestic labour was a blurry category in Sophie’s life. This trend and these shared
      experiences among black women under apartheid has led Shireen Ally to depict the state’s positioning of the
      ‘maid’ as a servant, not a worker.23 In contrast, however, she has suggested that the labour laws
      protecting and regulating domestic work in post-apartheid South Africa have shifted this category to ‘worker’.
      The inclusion of domestic workers in the Labour Relations Act of 1996 and the Basic Conditions of Employment Act
      (1997) extends formal rights and requires registration to ensure regulation of employment benefits, such as the
      Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF). Furthermore, the 2002 Sectoral Determination is a significant step in
      enforcing a minimum wage (albeit incredibly meagre).24 The state
      has also sought to partner with business, labour groupings and non-governmental organisations to include issues
      of domestic work within the mandate of the ‘Presidential Working Group on Women’. In particular, this group was
      responsible for launching a retirement plan tailored for domestic workers in 2007.25 However much
      these initiatives may seem like progress, they are not without problems, especially since the lived reality for
      many domestic workers, including Sophie, has changed very little post-1994. Documenting the impact of these laws,
      Ally’s argument goes even further by outlining how these laws of ‘protection’ and ‘representation’ have made many
      contemporary domestic workers dependent on what have turned out to be quite impotent labour laws.26
    


    
      The failure, both pre- and post-1994 to turn domestic labour into an easily understood category of work is
      reflected in the continued ineffectual attempts at organising domestic workers. In comparison to groups of
      workers who have found political homes and networks of support in trade unions, domestic workers have been
      peculiarly difficult to organise as workers. Mobilisation has ebbed and flowed, but has never been particularly
      powerful. The significant contemporary attempts of domestic worker organisation began in 1972, under the banner
      of the Domestic Workers and Employers Project (Dwep). Initiated by Suzanne Gordon and Leah Tutu, it sought to
      ‘bring about an improvement in the position of domestic workers by helping to create a better understanding
      between a worker and an employer by revising working and wage conditions of domestic workers and trying to
      improve their status and personal image’.27 Two
      organisations, the South African Domestic Workers’ Association (Sadwa) and the Domestic Workers’ Association
      (DWA), were created in response to what was seen as a liberal movement and then merged to form the South African
      Domestic Workers’ Union (Sadwu) in 1986.28 Ten years
      later, this dissolved and after a five-year hiatus was relaunched as the South African Domestic Workers’ and
      Allied Workers’ Union (Sadsawu), small and in 2014, still relatively inactive.
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      Sophie, however, was the exception that proved the rule. She was briefly involved in the unions, but the very
      reason she was able to participate was because of her networks outside of employment. Unpaid by a later employer, Catherine, she mentioned her concern to a white woman from church who also
      knew Catherine. She remembered her decisively saying, ‘Let’s go, let me take you to the union because we all
      friends. And we go to one church and she doesn’t want to pay you.’ Emboldened, Sophie went to the union who
      helped her to draft a letter demanding payment. Catherine still did not respond and so again, supported by her
      church networks to continue the struggle through the union, she approached them for support and was told, ‘Don’t
      worry, go and stay home, we will go to her house. We will take something to sell, then give you the
      money.’29
    


    
      Sophie’s labour did not make her a worker in a ‘conventional’ sense, like the workers in Noor Nieftagodien’s
      chapter in this volume, for example. What she was doing often meant something a lot more subtle and more deeply
      embedded in particularly networks of women. For Sophie and many of her contemporaries, ‘working’ as a domestic
      worker was primarily an act of mothering and a way to perform a respectable womanhood. With continued
      networks of women, support spread from Pretoria to Hammanskraal, where her sister lived and looked after her son
      while she worked. Sophie conceived of her work as a means to care for her son and prove an important form of
      womanhood. While Sophie was working as a live-in in Pretoria, and her son was seven months old, her employer
      insisted that she send her son away. ‘He began to be naughty,’ she said. ‘He dragged the people’s things [and so
      they said] “No, take him home”’. From then onwards and quite consciously, Sophie saw cleaning, cooking and
      looking after the children of her employers as a means of, as she said, ‘working for your [my] child to grow him
      up’.30 This was a shared feeling among many domestic workers. Suzanne Gordon’s preface to
      Talent for Tomorrow, for example, summarises that a common thread throughout the narratives of domestic
      workers is the goal of ‘building for tomorrow’, often expressed in terms of providing for their children’s
      future.31
    


    
      In addition, the very act of domestic labour often mimicked acts of mothering. Sophie developed a deep
      attachment, for example, to the W’s two autistic sons. ‘They were very difficult for me,’ she explained, ‘but I
      loved them.’ Taking special care to help them dress, make sure they took their medication and were kept busy with
      stimulating games and activities, Sophie was – in many ways – a substitute mother to them.
    


    
      She prided herself on her skill with children, pointing out that her reference letters note her skills in
      child-minding and bringing children up. Even when deeply unhappy in her job, her unhappiness was rooted in the
      affront it posed to her dignity as a woman. Her explanation of her treatment at the hands of a later employer, a
      divorcee and his two teenage sons, speaks to exactly these gendered sets of issues: ‘It was only the men and two
      boys, so they left their mother there [behind]. I think he divorced her when he came there. So he wasn’t good
      when I try to tell him, because I was the only lady.’32
    


    
      She elaborated on this story in a later interview:
    


    
      That boy was very dirty. He slept with the girls in the house. When I went to his room, I found a condom on the
      floor. So when I tell his father, his father said: ‘This is my house. In my house he can do what he wants to do
      …’ He said to me: ‘That’s why I left my wife, she was just like you!’33
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      Her identity as mother and as a woman and its connection to the work she did was further emphasised by her
      involvement in the church and in a Manyano group. In their original form, Manyanos were defined as a ‘mother’s
      prayer union’ and functioned as a place for black domestic workers to come together as Christian mothers.34 Originally
      created early in the twenteith century as a space to police and affirm Christian Victorian notions of womanhood
      and nurturing motherhood, these Manyano groups developed into grass-roots organisations of relatively poor women.
      The South African literature emphasises a deep-rooted connection between domestic workers and Manyano groups,
      often initiated by highlighting ‘the correspondence of the structure of the working week for domestic workers
      during apartheid and the schedule of Manyano activities’.35 In Sophie’s
      Manyano group, which met regularly on a Saturday, she and her fellow Manyano members gathered money to support
      one another and to help to save for the heavy financial burden of supporting a family as a migrant mother.
    


    
      So powerful and ubiquitous was the significance of motherhood to domestic workers, that in 1986 Sadwu
      determinedly and consciously tried tapping into this at its launch, with the general secretary claiming: ‘The
      future of our children depends on constructive and active participation in our struggles towards
      liberation. Comrades, don’t waste time and energy, join SADWU now and fight along with all other progressive
      thinking people.’36
    


    
      The emphasis Sophie gave to the connection between her work and wanting to support her son has been expressed by
      many women in the same position. Ally summarises a similar finding in her work: ‘Their [domestic workers’]
      relationship to waged work as a labouring class is connected to their understandings of mothering, and care, and
      their classed subjectivities are thus completely inflected by their commitments as mothers.’37
    


    
      Some of the international literature on domestic work suggests that one of the significant reasons for the
      centrality of motherhood as an identity marker is its function as an alternate identity to that of a domestic
      worker, which few women are proud of and see as demeaning. Mary Romero suggests of Chicana domestic workers in
      America: ‘Since their status of motherhood is much higher than that of domestic worker, identifying the
      traditional family role served to minimize the stigma attached to the work role … In essence they maintained a
      social identity based on the family rather than on the work role.’38
    


    
      For many domestic workers in South Africa, this surely is also the case, yet Sophie’s very conception of what
      domestic work is, is to mother. For her, labouring and mothering are one and the same.
    


    
      A different migration
    


    
      A few years ago, Sophie got very ill with tuberculosis and had to stop working. While recovering, she settled
      more permanently in Hammanskraal, where she had a shack – and later a government-built house – as well as strong
      family networks. From a farm in Bronkhorspruit to a temporary existence in Pretoria and finally to Hammanskraal,
      her movements have not been quite circular, but have certainly not followed a straightforward trajectory of
      urbanisation either. Sophie claims that she knew this, or some variation of it, would be the case quite early in
      her working life. She never planned to settle in Pretoria and set up a home in Hammanskraal while working, with
      the intention of returning to it eventually. While the apartheid state almost always insisted on a transitory
      black urban population with pass laws, influx control and the formation of the Bantustans, there is more fluidity
      in post-1994 South Africa. It is quite specific to domestic workers, however, especially those who spent the
      majority of their working lives under the apartheid regime, that they were unlikely to settle in their places of
      work. Working and living often in the same space, there was very little opportunity to invest in structures
      outside of the workplace. Sophie even remembers one of her employers trying to prevent her from going to church
      for fear that this would provoke political consciousness: ‘Sometimes when you are working they don’t want you to
      go to church. They don’t want you to meet the other people because you are going to speak about how you are working there … They don’t want because you are going to be clever.’39
    


    
      But there were also positive reasons that Sophie wanted to settle in Hammanskraal. Temba and the surrounding
      townships of Kanana and Unity were formally set up by the apartheid government ‘to provide labour on the fringe
      of the Native Reserve [for Pretoria and industrial Babelegi]’ and thus was planned to be relatively well equipped
      with infrastructure and resources, such as a train station, a national road, a hotel, a garage, parks and a
      church.40 Since its formal inception, Temba has grown and is now filled with schools, a large
      shopping centre, a clinic and Jubilee hospital, as well as being situated on easily accessible taxi routes.
      Furthermore, because it was a labour reserve on the border of South Africa, the Tswana ethnic chauvinism that
      characterised much of Bophuthatswana was diluted to some degree here by the large number of Ndebele, Tsonga and
      Sotho speakers. As neither rural nor fully urban, the townships of Hammanskraal offer the amenities and
      conveniences of the city, but without its density and tight spaces, a feature of adult life Sophie came to
      associate with her living conditions as a live-in domestic.
    


    
      Building a house and investing in it is part of the evidence of Sophie’s ties to Hammanskraal. Among many
      migrants from rural South Africa, the permanence and pride provided by a house ‘back home’ holds symbolic
      significance. In the face of constant movement and the need to provide for a family and to prove one’s success as
      an urban worker, a house offers a certain security. This was certainly true in Sophie’s case. But what is even
      more convincing evidence of her ties and their recurring pull is her continued involvement in social and
      religious communities in Hammanskraal. Now the biological mother of a son she feels has abandoned her, Sophie
      finds solace and meaning in a range of other relationships in the community. Her sister still lives close by, she
      is a regular member of the local Methodist church where she sings in the choir and she supports the efforts of a
      young woman called Alice, who has started a small-scale social entrepreneuring business. Alice, she says, is like
      her daughter and she treats Alice’s children as grandchildren. Sophie’s position in the community has taken on
      moral significance, as she regards her role as educating the younger generation and protecting her friends from
      vicious gossip and harm. She is squarely positioned as a key local figure. Hammanskraal is where Sophie plans to
      stay, especially now that she can receive pension money. Neither circular nor urban, Sophie’s migrancy asks for a
      new category or definition. Perhaps ‘networked’, ‘gendered’ or ‘domestic’ describe her movements best.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      It is significant that there is not more literature on domestic work. Despite being a fundamental factor shaping
      the South African landscape, the domestic space and black women’s reproduction of the home remains undervalued
      and hard to quantify. Processes of migrant labour in which women are central are often overlooked in the face of
      South Africa’s infamous mining industry. But placing Sophie the person, not the stereotype, as the lead actress
      in this chapter, shows just how contingent and constructed the very categories of ‘migrant’ and ‘labour’ are.
      Sophie’s story opens a space to reimagine the figure of the domestic worker. Perhaps it also provides a path to
      imagine a different set of circumstances that could allow for the possibility of the fantastical image of
      Sibande’s regally dressed ‘Sophie’, too.
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      Some time in 2006, I met a retired gold miner who called himself Bungityala in
      his home village on the coastline of eastern Mpondoland. Bungityala’s village is among the most stunning places I
      have ever seen. The hills that surround it somehow manage to seem gently pastoral and yet exhilaratingly wild,
      for sometimes it is as if the wind is sweeping through you and lifting you off the ground and you are about to
      fly. In part it is because the topography is so unpredictable; you can turn a corner and suddenly find yourself
      staring way down at hilltops and you wonder how it is that you got so high. In the early evenings, I would sit in
      the spaza shops and the shebeens in little hillside sheds, drinking stout beer with the elderly people of
      Bungityala’s village. I can vouch that these elderly people are capable of drinking a lot of stout beer. They
      grow drunken and coarse and all sorts of venom and humour and amusement come tumbling from them and you can learn
      a great deal about a place by insinuating yourself into these snug sheds of inebriation.
    


    
      Sitting in one of these sheds in the early evening, drinking stout beer with two elderly women, I looked out of
      the shed’s open door and I saw the legs and the torso of a great, athletic horse pass right by, just inches from
      the door. I stepped outside the shed to find an elderly man in sharp riding boots atop a magnificent racing
      horse. He looked down at me imperiously and smiled to himself, his eyes quite bloodshot, which struck me as odd,
      because he had not even sat down to his beer. I was to discover later that Bungityala had spent the entire
      afternoon taking his horse from one shebeen to another, that he already had a great deal of stout beer in his
      veins and this was his last stop on his way home, which was across the beach and on the other side of the lagoon.
    


    
      Bungityala tethered his horse and entered the shed in his heavy riding boots and ordered a stout beer. He was a
      short man and his riding boots came almost up to his knees, which made him look even shorter, for it was hard not
      to imagine that the man only began where the boots ended. He sat down on a bench and immediately began staring at
      me – a white person and thus an unusual sight; he paid no more than cursory attention to the two women with whom
      I sat. He ogled me with his bloodshot eyes for a long time before finally shouting out a question. ‘Are you
      married?’ he asked. I replied that I was not and asked him his marital status, in turn. Bungityala said that in
      the course of his life he had had two wives. The first had been no good and so he had sent her back to her
      village and married a second.
    


    
      I was sharing a bench with the two elderly women. Bungityala was on his own bench at the other end of the room.
      One of the old women lifted her chin in a grandiloquent manner and asked Bungtiyala very loudly if he got rid of
      his first wife because she could not bear children. The other woman bowed her head and sniggered into her tin cup
      of stout beer. Bungityala replied in a loud, proud voice. ‘On the contrary,’ he said, ‘I got rid of her because
      she had everyone’s children.’ He was clearly addressing me, and me alone, for I was, I am sure, the only person
      in the room who knew nothing of his past. ‘For nearly 30 years,’ he said, ‘I worked for nine months every year
      underground, in the gold mines, and on four occasions I returned home to find that my wife was pregnant. The
      fourth time this happened, it was enough. I could not stand the thought of seeing everybody else’s children
      running around wherever I went. After many, many years of marriage, I took my wife back to her village and told
      her to stay there and not come back.’
    


    
      ‘What happened to the lobolo?’ the woman who had lobbed the first question asked. And the other woman sniggered
      into her beer once more. ‘I demanded my cattle back,’ Bungityala replied. ‘I did not buy the woman’s soul. I did
      not buy her companionship. I did not buy her spirit. What I bought was her capacity to have my children and she
      kept having other men’s children. When I delivered my wife to her family, I said that when I go home from here,
      it will be with my cattle.’
    


    
      The two women laughed into their beers and Bungityala fell silent. He remained silent for a long time, his head
      bowed. People came and laughed and chatted and Bungityala remained uninvolved. As the room grew gloomier and he still did not speak, I thought that I felt Bungityala’s sadness. He had arrived
      so buoyant at the end of what had clearly been a happily drunken afternoon. And these two women, whom he would
      not have encountered had he skipped this shed and gone home, had also spent the afternoon growing drunk and had
      become nasty in their drunkenness. They had given voice to a thought that must pass through the vast busyness of
      everyone’s mind whenever they cross paths with Bungityala: there goes that famous cuckold whose wife was
      unfaithful each and every year he was away at the mines.
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      Bungityala finished his stout beer and greeted me and the two women and walked out the door. Feeling that I had
      not had enough of Bungityala, I followed. He mounted his great horse and led it on the footpath that wound up the
      hill. They were such an incongruous sight, this small old man atop a huge beast, the two of them on a narrow
      footpath clearly made for feet, not hooves. It was winding and steep and full of stones and rocks and ditches and
      the horse threaded its way very carefully, walking sideways at times, until it summited the hill and made its
      cautious way down the other side, towards the beach, which had become a striking colour in this end-of-day light,
      a washed-over orange, like the afterlife of a colour that had just died.
    


    
      The moment he had led his horse onto the sand, Bungityala pulled a crop from his bag and slapped his horse on its
      side. The creature burst into a gallop and Bungityala tucked his body into the slipstream and rider and horse
      streaked across the twilight, becoming smaller and smaller, the sounds of hooves disappearing into silence. I
      stared at them until they were a speck and it soon seemed that the speck was growing bigger, an illusion spun by
      this semi-darkness, I thought, until it became clear that they were in fact growing larger and the sound
      of hooves returned and there was Bungityala once more on his horse. What was left of the light caught the white
      of his teeth and I realised that he was smiling broadly, smiling, indeed, with his whole face. What had just
      happened seemed so clear. Bungityala had steered his horse onto the beach wounded and hollow and had resolved to
      gallop away his woes. He had in the end galloped miles beyond Bungityala the cuckold into an other-world of speed
      and wind and sea. When he reached the end of the beach, he knew for sure that he was not done with this
      other-world and so he turned his horse around and kept galloping.
    


    
      My thoughts as I watched Bungityala and his horse in the dying light were shaped by other things I was doing at
      the time. I was writing about the murder of a farmer’s son by the tenants who lived on his farm. Compared to
      Bungityala galloping his horse on the beach, the world of the white farmer and his tenants seemed horribly hemmed
      in. The white man wanted names; he wanted the identity numbers of all residents on his farm; he wanted to know
      when your child was born and when your mother died; he wanted to count your cattle and the number of huts in your
      homestead, he wanted, he wanted. Imagine, I thought to myself, if a white person had stepped onto the beach that
      evening and hailed Bungityala and told him that he, the white person, was turning the beach into a game farm and
      Bungityala could no longer ride his horse there. He would have laughed at the white person because the very idea
      of it would have been utterly ridiculous; the beach was for Bungityala and his horse, not for white people making
      game farms.
    


    
      It struck me that in the last hour or two, I had watched Bungityala being unmanned and then retrieving his
      manhood and the manner in which both had occurred belonged quintessentially to a migrant gold miner. Or, to put
      it another way, his unmanning and re-manning had followed the arc of the miner’s peculiar relation to white
      people. He had been serially cuckolded because his work for whites took him away from his family for most of the
      year and few human beings in their prime can confine their sex lives to a person who is seldom around.
    


    
      He had re-manned himself through wind and through speed, on horseback, on a pristine beach and this, too, was
      very much a migrant’s re-manning. For here was Bungityala, one among millions of men who had left their countryside homes for many months of the year to travel down shafts into the earth to
      retrieve gold. He had done this in order to maintain a life where there was a beach on which he could gallop away
      from the world whenever the world was too painful to bear, a beach that was his own and not for white people, by
      virtue of communal land tenure. On the beach that evening, he had freed himself from being embarrassed and
      teased, freed himself momentarily from the pains of being a person in this world. But his freedom was also a
      black person’s freedom, carved out by a century of migrancy in a white-ruled land.
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      I sought Bungityala out, for I wanted to talk to him at much greater length and he was not hard to find because,
      when he was not spending the afternoons drinking stout beer, he was spending the afternoons in the sun, leaning
      against the whitewashed wall of a village shop, smoking cannabis (dagga) in his pipe. And he was very happy to
      have a curious white man and his interpreter ask him a thousand questions about his life, for it was an
      opportunity to entertain.
    


    
      I had noticed on that evening of his humiliation that Bungityala had only nine fingers. Now, in the sun, leaning
      against the whitewashed wall, I asked him how he had lost his finger and he told me a little about being a winch
      operator underground, how the wench has two handles that move in opposite directions and how his finger had been
      caught between them. But underground did not interest him very much. He wanted to talk instead about life on the
      surface.
    


    
      ‘Hostel life was wonderful,’ he said, apropos nothing. ‘Not like today. You spent nine months of the year in the
      hostel and you didn’t need to go out, you didn’t need to expose yourself to the danger of the township because
      you had everything you needed in the hostel. Today, they allow women into the hostels, even prostitutes. But then
      there were no women.’
    


    
      By now, Bungityala had an audience. Aside from my interpreter and I, two other elderly men had joined us. One was
      sitting on an upturned barrel. The other had settled himself next to Bungityala and was sharing his pipe.
    


    
      ‘I arrived at the hostel for the first time with my cousin,’ Bungityala continued. ‘He had already been working
      on the mines for some time. I myself was a very young man. My cousin told me there were no women in the hostel.
      On my first day, I walked into the shower, saw a woman, turned around and ran away. My cousin laughed in my face.
      “You did not look closely enough,” he said. “That was no woman. That was an Mpondo man, but like no Mpondo man
      you would ever see in a village in the Pondoland.”’
    


    
      ‘Just when I was recovering from this shock,’ Bungityala continued, ‘my cousin sent me to a shop to buy dagga.
      There was a beautiful woman behind the counter. She flirted with me as I was buying the dagga. She made sure that
      our hands touched as she passed me the matchbox of dagga. I went back to my cousin babbling about this beautiful
      woman. My cousin said, “Are you sure it’s a woman?”’
    


    
      His audience was laughing appreciatively now, but as quick as a flash, Bungityala became angry. ‘It was mining
      management who forced these men to become women,’ he said, ‘so that the miners wouldn’t have to go into the
      township. It was mining management who forced Mpondo men to become something they were not. The hostels were
      terrible places. Terrible things happened there.’
    


    
      His elderly companions still chuckled, but now in a hesitant and uncomfortable way. It was fine when he drifted
      from memory into fantasy, for that was fun. But when he switched from lightness to anger, it was another story.
      One had to tread cautiously. One was no longer sure how best to respond to his tales.
    


    
      My interpreter was a young man and a stranger from another district. Emboldened, perhaps, by the fact that our
      informant was as stoned as a kite and something of a clown, he tossed a naughty question into the conversation.
    


    
      ‘These men who became women,’ he asked, ‘did you greet any of them this morning on your way
      here?’
    


    
      Bungityala eyed him suspiciously. ‘They are just ordinary men from the villages,’ he said. ‘You cannot tell from
      looking at them who they are.’
    


    
      ‘In your eyes, will they be women for the rest of their lives?’ my interpreter asked. ‘Or are they just normal,
      married men like you?’
    


    
      I am certain that my interpreter knew the answer perefectly well. He was just taking advantage of Bungityala’s
      slide from dignity.
    


    
      ‘These men come back here and get married,’ Bungityala said. ‘Sometimes they even leave their wives behind, they
      are married when they go to the mines.’
    


    
      ‘So they are husbands here and wives there?’ my interpreter asked incredulously.
    


    
      ‘Yes.’
    


    
      ‘What is their motive for becoming wives?’
    


    
      ‘These boys make a lot of money,’ Bungityala said. ‘They can come back home and buy five cattle. You come back
      and you can only buy one and people ask you how you wasted all your money.’
    


    
      ‘Were you ever tempted to make money that way?’ my interpreter asked.
    


    
      ‘If you fail to do it the first time you come to the mines,’ Bungityala replied, ‘you can’t do it on your second
      visit.’
    


    
      ‘Why not?’‘It has to do with your courage to act. There is also a question of trust and mistrust. I can’t
      explain. You have to do it your first time.’
    


    
      ‘Do you know men in this village who were wives in the hostel?’ My interpreter asked again.
    


    
      Now all three men were guffawing. ‘Yes,’ one of them replied on Bungityala’s behalf. ‘But I can’t name them.
      There are several here: there and there and there,’ he said, pointing his finger in many directions. ‘I will tell
      you a secret: whoever in this village owns many cattle was a wife on the mines.’
    


    
      ‘So,’ I suggested, infected by the success of my interpreter’s prurience, ‘those who have been to the mines know
      who in this village has been a wife, but it is a secret among you. You don’t tell other people.’
    


    
      ‘Actually,’ Bungityala replied, ‘everyone knows. It is just that you cannot say so in front of the ones who have
      been wives. Or they will hit you with a stick. There is a preacher, the one who lives up on that hill. He
      mentions it in his preaching. When he talks about things he did in his past, he raises this issue. He says this
      one did it and that one did it and they have cattle now because they abandoned God’s ways when they were starting
      out. There are men in this village who wish to beat that preacher with a stick.’
    


    
      ‡
    


    
      I thought often about Bungityala over the following months, but in an idle sort of way. He was an uncomfortable
      man, I thought, a man who was not at all sure of how best to go about the business of being a man. To the extent
      that his stoned and drunken bantering had revealed the world inside his head, it was a world where things did not
      stay stuck down where they belonged. Wives had affairs when their husbands went to the mines, turning them into
      less than proper men. And the men themselves sometimes became wives. Although they turned back into men at home,
      the residues of their wifeliness followed them wherever they went, rendering the world not quite right.
    


    
      It is just as well, I found myself thinking, that Bungityala was a gold miner and not a labour tenant, for he was
      just the sort of man who might slaughter a white farmer’s son. So uncertain of himself, so quick to feel
      belittled, that hemmed-in feeling on white-owned land may well have driven him to murder. It is better that he is
      out here where there are no white people and there is the beach and his horse and the ocean air.
    


    
      But the thought of Bungityala as a labour tenant immediately felt wrong, for everything about his uncertainty and
      his discomfort belonged to a migrant gold miner. When he looked out at the village onto the
      homesteads of men who had been women and when he peered inwards and examined his own cuckolded self, what he saw
      was neither pure village nor pure mine, but an amalgam. Each world had stained itself on the other. For years to
      come, people will sit against that whitewashed wall smoking dagga and looking out at their village, but they will
      not see what Bungityala sees, for his eyes take in a long history, the very mainstay, in fact, of
      twentieth-century South African history.
    


    
      As I say, these were idle thoughts, but they were rudely sharpened one morning by a piece of news. I was in
      Johannesburg and was talking on the phone to a person from Bungityala’s village. Something was very wrong with
      Bungityala, my informant told me. Some months back, he had begun limping. It had got a little worse every day,
      until finally, and with much reluctance, Bungityala had agreed to be taken to hospital. He stayed there a long
      time, perhaps as long as six weeks and, when he returned, he was missing a foot. He tried hobbling around on
      crutches, but the footpaths of his village were not made for a person with one foot and, after a few days,
      Bungityala stopped leaving his home.
    


    
      ‘You know that he is a difficult man,’ my informant continued, ‘and has never got on well with his second wife,
      or with his children, for that matter. When he lost his foot, he became much more difficult. He would shout and
      he would be rude. And so now he is isolated. His family come at mealtimes to feed him. Every now and again,
      someone comes to help him wash. Once in a blue moon, his dagga-smoking friends bring him dagga. But, for the most
      part, he is alone.’
    


    
      I was scheduled to visit Bungityala’s village in a couple of weeks. I thought of questions to ask him and bought
      a fresh set of clothes for him to wear. I made a mental note to bring him some beer. But when I arrived in the
      village, I was told that I had just missed him. He had been buried the previous day. I asked what had become of
      his horse. His creditors sold it a few weeks before he died, I was told. He owed money to four or five shebeens
      and spaza shops and when it became evident that he would never repay his debts, they banded together and sent a
      deputation to see him and when they left, they took his horse.
    


    
      Bungityala’s death left me feeling empty and a little depressed. I could not shake the thought of him from my
      mind. I asked whether his family had been with him when he died and was told no, his son had found his corpse one
      morning. I asked, too, what had been the matter with his foot, but nobody seemed to know or to care much.
    


    
      I visited the regional hospital where Bungityala had spent so much time and found his doctor. He was a lovely
      Congolese man, fat and garrulous, and he seemed genuinely saddened by the news that his patient had died. He
      frowned and stared at a point somewhere behind my shoulder, just momentarily, before making eye contact again.
    


    
      ‘I first examined the old man months ago,’ the doctor told me. ‘He had a terrible infection in his toe. I cleaned
      it and dressed it and put an antibiotic cream on it and gave him antibiotics to take orally, for it was clear
      that the infection was no longer just in his toe. But I could see from the look on his face that he would not
      take them. So I questioned him. At first he would not answer me nicely. So I took a stool and sat next to him,
      and my interpreter sat on the other side of him, and we laughed and made him comfortable. Eventually, he told us
      what he really thought. He said that his toe was broken, he knew the feeling of a broken bone. I told him it was
      not broken, it was riddled with bacteria. He said, no, it was broken and he would mend it the way he had been
      mending the broken bones of his cows for the last 45 years, by going to the forest and finding a plant that
      mended broken bones.’
    


    
      The doctor opened his arms and shrugged his shoulders. ‘That was a stubborn old man,’ he said. ‘When I next saw
      him his foot was rotten. There was no saving it.’
    


    
      I visited Bungityala’s grave, an unmarked mound on the edge of a small maize field just beyond the periphery of
      his homestead. I do not think that his family much enjoyed his memory; walking past his grave every day, I imagined, they would soon stop noticing that it was there.
    


    
      It came to me with a shudder that on the two occasions I had met Bungityala, he had shown me the parts of him
      that would cause his death. Many people die because their relation to other people and to the world in general is
      not quite right. When Bungityala looked at himself, he saw an unhappy old cuckold and when he observed others, he
      saw them laughing at an old cuckold. When his foot began rotting, he crouched over it and protected it from the
      world, when he ought to have offered it to the world for healing.
    


    
      I had come to Bungityala’s village to write about the AIDS medicine that had arrived in full force a year
      earlier. A new language was spilling off young people’s tongues. They were speaking of viral loads and CD4
      counts. They were beginning to learn that a person was most infectious while still strong and healthy. They knew
      which antibiotics cured shingles and which fought respiratory infections. They knew that a thin, emaciated person
      who began drooling from the mouth and having visions had in all probability contracted cryptococcal meningitis
      and was in deep trouble.
    


    
      Bungityala knew none of this. When I asked him about AIDS, he said that one might get it from sitting on the
      chair from which an infected person had just arisen or by wearing his jersey.
    


    
      ‘How do you know this?’ I asked.
    


    
      ‘I was listening to the radio,’ he replied. ‘They said there that if a person cleans his private parts with a
      towel and then you use his towel, you will get the virus. So why not also his chair and his jersey?’
    


    
      New knowledge was coursing through the heads of so many of the people Bungityala passed each day. His own head
      was busy with other, more difficult thoughts, about the boundaries between men and women, for instance, and how
      they were not marked clearly enough. He had not coped very well with being both a migrant gold miner and a man
      and, as a result, he was locked inside a migrant’s dying world. Nothing new could seep in.
    


    
      All around, fresh insights pulsed through the lives of others. People who might have died were alive. People who
      might have been sick in bed walked briskly over Bungityala’s grave. The world was renewed.
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      Benoni, Boksburg, Springs, Egoli,
    


    
      we make you rich.
    


    
      We hostel people make you rich.
    


    
      You send us back home to die with empty pockets,
    


    
      empty dreams and dust in our lungs,
    


    
      chopped-off hands and machines grinding
    


    
      in our brain.1
    


    
      Trade unions have historically played a critical role in the struggle for emancipation in South Africa. Despite
      severe legal restrictions and repression, black workers formed unions to fight for better conditions in
      workplaces and, at key moments, also against the system of white minority rule. Often these unions were
      influenced by socialist ideas, causing them to be in the forefront of the struggle against capitalism. At
      different times in the twentieth century, black trade unions posed a serious challenge to dominant class
      relations at the point of production, which invariably affected the entire political establishment. Migrant
      workers featured prominently in these struggles.
    


    
      These workers, who were overwhelmingly African men, have historically constituted the backbone of South Africa’s
      labour force. Predominantly concentrated in the mining sector from the late nineteenth century, migrants were
      also employed in increasing numbers in industry and municipalities as the secondary economy and urban areas
      expanded in the twentieth century. Their lives were ruled by a migrant labour system characterised by restrictive
      labour controls and relatively low wages, which entrapped them on the margins of society. As the modern economy
      expanded and concomitantly the demand for labour, the number of migrant men spending time in urban areas for
      extended periods also registered sharp increases. Most of them found life in the towns, which oscillated between
      low-paid toil in the mines or factories and the dreary (and increasingly derelict) hostels, deeply alienating.
      But, as Peter Delius has explained, migrants ‘did not allow themselves to be transformed into atomised economic
      units tossed to and fro in the swirling currents of market forces’.2 On the
      contrary, they constantly struggled against various aspects of their exploitation.
    


    
      Migrant workers devised various responses to their circumstances in the urban economy, from mutual support to
      collective resistance. They created associations, invariably born from rural-based networks, which while
      providing support in the harsh urban environment and maintaining links to rural homes, also engendered solidarity
      in workplaces.3 The development of collective identities was also augmented by the
      propensity of migrants from particular rural areas to cluster in workplaces and hostels. Hostels symbolised
      capitalist development in South Africa and were designed to achieve two overarching objectives: to minimise
      capital’s labour costs and to maximise control and surveillance over black workers.4 Yet, these
      austere edifices were routinely reconfigured into contentious spaces as their inmates opposed the multiple
      infringements on their dignity. At the heart of these acts of resistance were the various migrant networks and
      associations, which effectively utilised the presence of large numbers of workers in hostels to mobilise
      collective struggles. Delius has explained how migrant networks from Sekhukhuneland, under the leadership of
      Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) and African National Congress (ANC) activists, were instrumental in the
      establishment of a movement called Sebatakgomo, which not only played a leading role in the Sekhukhune rebellion
      of 1958, but also in the creation of nascent underground networks of Umkhonto we Sizwe in the early
      1960s.5 What the experience of Sebatakgomo revealed quite dramatically was the political
      agency of migrant workers. Migrant workers’ militancy was primarily manifested in workplaces. Their active
      involvement in trade unions arguably represented high points of worker organisation and often resulted in
      significant changes in the relationship between capital and labour.
    


    
      Migrants responded in multifarious ways to this system of pervasive oppression. Resistance – spontaneous and
      variously organised – featured perennially and tended to focus on wages,
      dismissals and the authoritarian and racist managerial control (baasskap). Desertion, go-slows,
      demonstrations, occupation of shafts and strikes constituted important elements in the repertoire of migrants’
      resistance. During the course of these struggles different, albeit usually overlapping, organisations were
      mobilised and produced to engender solidarity in the face of customary inflexibility of the the mining companies
      and other employers. Trade unions were among the most important of these workplace organisations. Until the
      mid-1970s, trade unions only intermittently entered the lives of the majority of migrant workers, especially on
      the mines. However, when black trade unions did establish themselves and embarked on militant struggle, migrant
      workers were invariably central actors. This was evident in three important waves of black trade unionism: the
      period around the First World War, the 1940s and the period beginning in the early 1970s. Here the focus is
      mainly on the latter phase of independent black trade unionism, which culminated in the development of the most
      powerful union movement in South Africa’s history. This chapter highlights the pivotal role played by migrants in
      the birth of this movement and until the mid-1980s. Throughout this period, migrants’ struggles shaped the
      character of the new unions, largely determined the principal issues of contestation with employers and
      ultimately transformed the labour relations regime of the country. Workers’ struggles and black unions
      constituted one of the central pillars of the anti-apartheid struggle (another being community struggles).
      Support for radical ideas, workers’ unity, non-racialism and workers’ democracy were among the salient
      characteristics of this movement, all of which were profoundly present at the birth of democracy in South Africa.
    


    
      Resurgent unionism
    


    
      There were signs, in the late 1960s, of mounting worker discontent, especially against low pay. For example, 1
      000 casual dockworkers at Durban’s port went on strike for higher wages in 1969. It was arguably the most
      important case of industrial action by African workers in the 1960s, but the dismissal of all the strikers
      demonstrated that the balance of power remained firmly on the side of employers. Although this action did not
      break the industrial quiescence of the 1960s, it was a harbinger of the challenges black workers would mount
      against the status quo in the early 1970s. The inaugural moment in the renaissance of workers’ struggles was
      undoubtedly the 1973 strike wave in Durban, which led to the transformation of South Africa’s industrial
      landscape and ultimately played a pivotal role in the demise of apartheid. Migrant workers were strongly present
      at the beginning of this movement and, over the next decade or so, were arguably the crucial constituency that
      shaped a new, militant unionism.
    


    
      In January 1973, approximately 2 000 African workers at Coronation Brick and Tile Company went on strike to
      demand a minimum wage of R30 a week. High inflation and the failure of employers to pay wage increases to match
      the surge in the cost of living were the principal factors behind the demand for higher wages. Prices of crucial
      items, such as food, clothing and transport, increased by a staggering 40 per cent between 1958 and 1971 and
      then, even more sharply, by 30 per cent in the financial year 1972–1973.6
      Significantly, the strike was mobilised at the company’s migrant hostel,7 thereby
      establishing a template for how migrant workers’ struggles would be mobilised and organised over the next two
      decades. Within days, workers at other companies in Durban also went on strike to demand wage increases. By the
      end of March, more than 160 strikes (involving approximately 60 000 workers) were recorded, easily eclipsing the
      number of strikes for the entire 1960s.8 The
      quiescence inaugurated by the repression of the early 1960s was shattered.
    


    
      Striking workers did not win most of their demands, although in several cases employers were forced to concede
      unprecedented wage increases. However, the strike wave had two crucial and long-lasting consequences: it
      triggered a profound transformation in the attitude of African workers, who
      henceforth exhibited growing confidence to challenge white baasskap on the factory floor, and it
      heralded the start of the resurgence of black trade unionism in the country as a whole.9
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        Figure 16.1
      


      
        Ernest Cole Barrack-like buildings are divided into starkly simple rooms with bunk space for 20 men. There
        are no closets or cupboards so clothes and boots hang all over 1967
      


      
        From House of Bondage, University of Cape Town Digital Archives Ernest Cole Family Trust, courtesy of
        the Hasselblad Foundation
      

    


    
      Within months of the spontaneous outbreak of worker militancy, a number of new, independent black trade unions
      were launched.10 In April 1973, the Metal and Allied Workers’ Union (Mawu) was
      launched, with a membership of 200 based at two factories, making it the first of a new generation of non-racial
      unions.11 In September, the National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW), consisting mainly of
      women, was also launched and the following year, two new unions, the Chemical Workers’ Industrial Union (CWIU)
      and the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), were established. These four unions constituted the crucial
      foundation upon which the Federation of South African Trade Unions (Fosatu) was built and later were also
      instrumental in the establishment of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu).12
    


    
      In Cape Town, the birth of new unionism differed markedly from the Natal experience. There the Western Province
      Workers’ Advice Bureau (WPWAB) was established in March 1973 to recruit workers into factory-based ‘works
      committees’ that would constitute the bases of a general workers’ union. The vast majority of the initial
      recruits were migrants from the Bantustans of Transkei and Ciskei. African workers in Cape Town experienced
      severe restrictions due to the coloured labour preference policies, which restricted them to unskilled jobs and
      onerous one-year contracts, causing endemic job insecurity.13 By the end
      of 1973, the WPWAB had 2 000 members in 14 works committees and by the following September, this figure had
      increased to 3 000 members in 24 works committees.14 Its success
      was probably built on two factors: the establishment of democratic structures that gave workers some authority
      over the running of the organisation and the recognition of the works committees, which allowed workers to
      negotiate directly with employers at the factory (albeit with the support of union activists).15 The latter especially provided African migrants with a degree of protection as they
      sought to improve their working conditions.
    


    
      Over the next few years, the new union movement experienced mixed fortunes. Strikes continued, albeit on a
      smaller scale than in 1973, and union membership grew steadily, but modestly. By 1975, the membership of Mawu,
      NUTW, CWIU and TGWU in Durban had increased to 5 000, 7 000, 20 000 and 2 300 respectively. Mawu and CWIU had
      established a presence in the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging (PWV) region, the economic hub of the country.
      The PWV comprised three major urban and industrial conurbations and in the post-apartheid era has come to be
      known as the Gauteng province. At the same time and as a result especially of state repression and an employer
      backlash against the gains made during the strikes, the rate of growth of the new unions declined. But in the
      aftermath of the Soweto 1976 uprising, unions entered a period of consolidation and then, from about 1980, rapid
      expansion.
    


    
      Militant migrants
    


    
      A key moment in the development of independent unionism in the Cape and nationally was the Fatti’s and Moni’s
      struggle of 1979. African migrants were again centrally involved in a dispute that lasted seven months, was built
      on unity between coloured and African workers and eventually succeeded due to the mobilisation of community
      solidarity.16 In April 1979, scores of workers at the pasta and milling plant of Fatti’s and
      Moni’s went on strike against the company’s dismissal of workers who had drafted a petition calling for the
      recognition of the Food and Canning Workers’ Union (FCWU). Forty of the African workers on strike were migrants
      from the Ciskei, who were in danger of immediate deportation if their contracts were terminated. In fact, four of
      them were formally charged for being in Cape Town for longer than 72 hours.17 The success
      of the strike inspired similar boycott campaigns to support striking workers, such as in the red meat, Wilson
      Rowntree and Colgate disputes.
    


    
      A new mood of defiance was taking root among black workers, not least because
      an increasing number realised that unions were absolutely crucial in their struggle to protect jobs and campaign
      for higher wages. This was especially pertinent in the context of rapidly deteriorating economic conditions,
      which caused high inflation and threats of widespread retrenchments. In the early 1980s, official inflation stood
      at 14.6 per cent, while the price of bread had rocketed by 30–40 per cent. On the East Rand, housing rents rose
      by 30 per cent and hostel accommodation by a staggering 70 per cent.18 Workers
      were being squeezed on all sides. As companies went on the offensive to protect profits, worker militancy
      increased. This was no more evident than among migrant workers on the Witwatersrand employed in metal and
      engineering firms in the early 1980s, who found every aspect of their lives – in urban and rural areas – under
      severe threat. These workers did not qualify for housing in townships and were forced to live in overcrowded and
      insalubrious compounds. In the factories, they were subject to white managerial control, characterised by abuse
      and the constant threat of dismissal. Loss of employment meant migrants would lose the ‘privilege’ of being in
      urban areas and thus be forced to return to the rural areas, which in the early 1980s experienced massive
      impoverishment caused by drought and overcrowding.
    


    
      Conditions in rural areas, particularly the Bantustans, experienced a steady decline for a number of decades.
      Tightening of influx control and the promotion of Bantustans in the 1960s had several adverse consequences for
      rural livelihoods. Farming activity was confined to the Bantustans, while the population of these areas grew
      significantly. For example, the population of Sekhukhuneland rose sharply in the 1960s and nearly doubled between
      1970 and 1980.19 As a result, subsistence farming faced mounting problems and food
      security was jeopardised. Droughts, disease and corrupt authorities added to the woes of rural communities. With
      conventional rural livelihood practices coming under severe pressure, reliance on wage remittances from migrant
      workers increased considerably from the 1970s. Defence of jobs in a context of severe economic crisis thus became
      a source of bitter class contestation. One explanation for the surge in migrant workers’ militancy in this period
      was the coalescence of serious challenges to migrants’ rural and urban livelihoods and way of life. The
      deterioration of conditions in the rural areas had a major impact on workers and their families’ lives, while the
      prospect of dismissals threatened the only available source of alternative income to sustain rural households.
      Militant unions therefore represented a first line of defence against the loss of work, but crucially against the
      prospect of an indigent life in a rural Bantustan.
    


    
      According to Kally Forrest, ‘semi-skilled and unskilled migrant workers … became the backbone of
      MAWU’.20 This was especially true on the East Rand (Ekurhuleni), the heart of the country’s
      engineering industry. From the late 1970s, Mawu consciously sought to recruit these workers and, as Forrest
      explains, ‘won their trust by campaigning around migrant contracts and lack of work security’. In response to
      widespread retrenchments in the industry, the union launched a campaign to force employers to negotiate over
      retrenchments.21 Winning formal recognition created an important sense of security
      for workers who historically were at the mercy of managerial authoritarianism.
    


    
      Under the leadership of Moses Mayekiso, who himself in the early 1970s had migrated from the Eastern Cape in
      search of work in Johannesburg, Mawu used the hostels as sites for the building of the union. Kathorus, the large
      African township complex near the major industrial areas of the near East Rand, had several hostels that housed
      thousands of male migrants. For example, 15 000 men lived in the Vosloorus hostel alone. Often denied access to
      the factories, union activists successfully organised in these spaces, spending considerable time with migrants,
      explaining union policies and strategising about how to campaign in factories. Regular mass meetings involving
      thousands of workers were held in the hostels, thus subverting their intended
      role as centres of control over the lives of migrants. The proximity of these hostels to urban townships
      facilitated contact between migrants and local workers, which contributed to the success of the township-based
      shop stewards’ councils that operated on the East Rand.
    


    
      Victories scored by Mawu against dismissals and for higher than expected wage increases, in circumstances of
      worsening economic conditions, engendered a mood of defiance among workers on the East Rand. Hostel-dwellers from
      Kathorus and Tembisa were at the heart of a strike wave in 1981 that involved approximately 25 000 workers in 50
      strikes. The two principal grievances undergirding these struggles were wages and arbitrary
      dismissals.22 Mawu’s success in recruiting migrant workers into its ranks contributed enormously
      to the unions reported growth in the Transvaal, from 6 000 in 1981 to 10 000 in 1982. According to Forrest, the
      strike wave on the East Rand was a primary reason behind the surge in the union’s membership from 10 000 in 1980
      to 80 000 in 1983, which made it the ‘largest black union in the country’.23
    


    
      Municipal workers’ strike
    


    
      The contradictions and challenges faced by migrant workers in their efforts to unionise and to improve their
      status in urban areas were graphically revealed in the struggles by Johannesburg’s municipal workers in 1980. On
      29 July 1980, 10 000 African municipal workers went on strike to demand higher wages in what Jeremy Keenan
      describes as ‘the largest strike ever faced by a single employer in the history of South Africa’.24 At the time, the majority of Johannesburg City Council’s (JCC) employees were
      migrants (12 000 out of 14 000) who, as contract labourers, were relegated to low-paid and unskilled jobs.
      Average earnings for these workers were between R31 and R33 per week (of which varying proportions were remitted
      to families in rural areas).25 Discontent over wages was widespread and deepened in the late 1970s
      as the JCC minimum wage fell behind the national average. By 1979, the average national wage was 25 per cent
      higher than the wages earned by African municipal workers.26
    


    
      The immediate cause of the 1980 strike was the JCC management’s attempts to impose a sweetheart union, the Union
      of Johannesburg Municipality Workers (UJMW), on a workforce who had demonstrated a growing desire to establish a
      union that could fight for their rights. Workers rejected this ploy and walked out of the mass meeting convened
      to launch the union. A hastily organised committee of workers then proceeded to plan the formation of an
      independent union, which was officially launched in June 1980. About 300 workers attended the founding of the
      Black Municipal Workers’ Union (BMWU).27 Within a
      week, the new union was thrust into the middle of a dispute when workers threatened to strike over the small
      annual increment imposed by the JCC. The union undertook to negotiate on behalf of the workers, but the
      authorities refused to engage with an unregistered union. With the matter unresolved, workers at Orlando Power
      Station went on strike on 24 July and five days later they were joined by nearly 10 000 municipal workers across
      the city. Workers issued a number of basic demands: equal pay for equal work; a pay increase of R25 per week for
      unskilled workers and recognition of the BMWU. However, the BMWU was still in its infancy and quite weak. It
      claimed a membership of 9 000, but only had 900 signed-up members.28 As a
      result, it lagged behind events, trying to prevent an outright confrontation with the authorities.
    


    
      Despite the union’s weakness, support for the strike spread rapidly because the grievances affected all African
      workers, while the intransigence of the management made workers more determined to forge ahead with strike
      action. Most importantly, workers used their existing networks in the workplace and in the hostels to mobilise
      for the strike. The vast majority of Johannesburg’s migrant employees lived in the 19 municipal compounds spread
      across the city. The Selby compound exemplified the extreme control exerted over the lives of migrants. Housing
      approximately 1 300 male migrants, it was
    


    
      surrounded by a high wall topped with barbed wire. It has two entrances. One
      is through massive steel gates which are flanked by a permanent police guard post. The other entrance is a
      well-guarded and easily controlled subway … this makes it possible for the workers to be locked inside the
      compound.29
    


    
      Yet, as labour researchers revealed, ‘compounds played a crucial role in both spreading news of the strike and in
      maintaining worker solidarity throughout its duration’.30 Throughout
      the strike, hundreds of workers congregated at the hostels and in one instance, a meeting of 3 000 to 4 000
      workers was organised at Selby compound. In so doing, migrant workers employed by the largest city in the country
      demonstrated a willingness and capacity to organise strike action to improve their working conditions.
    


    
      Faced by this unprecedented challenge to its authority, the JCC moved swiftly to crush the strike. The police
      invaded compounds and gave workers an ultimatum: return to work or face deportation. Approximately 1 000 migrants
      were in fact bussed under police escort to the Bantustans. Workers in the cleansing department were forced back
      to work at gunpoint, while leaders of the BMWU were arrested and charged with sabotage. State repression revealed
      the determination of the authorities to maintain control over the largely migrant workforce. While this historic
      strike was violently crushed, migrant workers had sent a powerful signal of their determination to fight against
      baasskap.
    


    
      Miners to the fore
    


    
      By far the largest concentration of migrant workers was to be found on the mines, for a long time the most
      important sector of the South African economy.31 From the
      late nineteenth century, thousands of young African men were recruited to the mines, many of them remaining there
      for their entire working lives. In 1920, there were 174 402 black migrants employed on the mines. At the time of
      the miners’ strike in 1946, this figure had increased to slightly more than 298 000 and in 1954, the 300 000
      level was reached. Over the next three decades, mining employment grew steadily, reaching a high point of 477 398
      in 1986.32 Migrants were drawn from the entire southern African region and for an extended
      period, until the late 1970s, constituted the majority of the workforce on the mines. African mineworkers faced a
      range of difficulties that placed them among the most exploited labour in the country. Wages were notoriously
      low: the average annual income of an African miner in 1945 was a mere £47 and by 1960, it had increased to £70.
      In stark contrast, white miners earned £646 and £1 136 respectively in these years, which meant that black
      workers earned between 13 and 16 per cent of the income of their white counterparts.33 Black wages
      remained seriously depressed until the early 1970s (the average monthly income was about R18) when the gold price
      began to rise sharply, which produced relatively significant wage increases. By 1986, the average income of black
      gold miners had risen to R425, but was still only a quarter of the average white wage.34
    


    
      Furthermore, migrants on the mines were confined to compounds designed to impose strict control over the private,
      social and leisure time of migrants and to minimise contact with the surrounding urban world. In 1990, there were
      140 mine compounds accommodating anything between 100 and 10 000 single male migrants each. Although living
      conditions had improved from what had prevailed in the early twentieth century, inmates continued to experience
      overcrowding, unhygienic kitchens and bathrooms and strict surveillance.35 African
      miners also experienced appalling safety conditions: during the course of the twentieth century, approximately 46
      000 miners lost their lives underground and between 1983 and 1987 alone, a staggering 50 000 sustained permanent
      disabilities.36
    


    
      Confronted with these multiple hardships, it was not surprising that African miners would engage in struggles to
      improve their lot. Protests assumed various forms, including strikes,
      desertion, go-slows and occupation of shafts and were often accompanied by violence, typically from the state and
      mining companies, but also what manifested as ‘ethnic rivalry’ or ‘faction fighting’. Labour struggles on the
      mines occurred throughout the twentieth century, but there were three key moments of major confrontation between
      workers and the Chamber of Mines: 1920, 1946 and 1987.
    


    
      Of great significance was the 1920 strike, which lasted a week and involved more than 70 000 workers. At its
      height, 46 000 workers stopped work on one day.37 According
      to Philip Bonner, the underlying cause of the historic strike was that wages had simply not kept up with
      inflation: the price of basic commodities, especially food, soared during the First World War, while wages
      remained low. Migrants’ burdens were made heavier by impoverishment in the rural areas.38 A salient feature of these struggles was the absence of trade unions among migrant
      workers and their consequent reliance on izibonda (hostel-based representatives of migrant workers) and
      other networks in the compounds to raise grievances and organise strikes. These networks remained crucial in the
      lives of migrants in the compounds, even when unions took root. In fact, the success of unions often depended on
      their ability to work with and even rely on these structures.
    


    
      Several efforts in the 1930s by left-wing activists to organise African migrants on the mines came to nought, but
      in the early 1940s, the African Mine Workers’ Union (Amwu) was established, mainly through the efforts of the
      CPSA. The CPSA was especially successful in recruiting young African workers into its ranks through its popular
      night schools, which exposed participants to the ABCs of Marxism. Amwu’s annual conference in April 1946 demanded
      a minimum wage of 10 shillings a day, adequate food and decent accommodation and within days thousands of workers
      were involved in demonstrations and work stoppages in support of the demand. Matters came to a head in August
      when the employers refused to accede to these demands. In response, 75 000 African miners joined the
      strike.39 This was a massive show of force and involved an unprecedented mobilisation of
      migrant workers. According to William Beinart, ‘the internal organisation of the strike depended on [migrant]
      networks … rather than the union itself’.40 However, it
      did mean that the union had only a relatively weak presence in the hostels. The state and Chamber of Mines
      immediately unleashed violence against the strikers: more than 1 000 were arrested, 1 250 injured and 13 killed.
      As a result, the strike and Amwu were smashed. It would take more than three decades before another union could
      establish itself among African miners. In fact, the violent suppression of this strike meant that miners were not
      involved in the creation in the 1950s of a new African workers’ federation, the South African Congress of Trade
      Unions (Sactu). Nonetheless, migrants were active in other unions belonging to Sactu and were influential in
      supporting the alliance with the political organisations linked to the Congress Movement.
    


    
      Migrant workers on the mines were not initially part of the resurgence of trade unionism in the 1970s. However,
      struggles did take place on the mines on a range of grievances. For example, in September 1973, machine operators
      at Anglo American’s Western Deep Levels downed tools to voice their objection against perceived unfair wage
      increments. Disputes were often concentrated in the compounds and focused on conditions and measures of control
      imposed in these prison-like spaces. In 1971, only one such dispute was recorded, but in 1974, this figure had
      increased to 35.41 Desertions, historically an important form of indirect protest,
      increased from 10 000 during 1970 to 50 000 during 1977.
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        Migrant hostel dwellers often held onto rural customs and joined rural-based organisations.
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        Mineworkers at their hostel, Western Deep Levels, Carltonville 1970
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      Attempts by mining companies to increase the differential in wages paid to
      different categories of worker triggered disputes as workers became more conscious of wage inequalities. In
      September 1973, 200 machine operators at Western Deep Levels went on strike over wages. The mine bosses responded
      by calling in the police, causing a bloody confrontation, during which 12 mineworkers were killed. According to
      David Hemson, Martin Legassick and Nicole Ulrich, this event ‘precipitated a series of incidents on the
      Witwatersrand and the Free State lasting until 1976, in which strikes alternated with “ethnic” conflicts, with
      struggles by foreign African workers, and with uprisings in which beer halls, offices and compounds were
      destroyed’.42 Disputes on the mines continued to be largely localised and ephemeral and, by the
      end of the 1970s, showed little evidence of translating into formal union organisation. But change was in the air
      and, in the early 1980s, the big battalion of mineworkers finally joined the process of creating a new,
      independent and militant trade union.
    


    
      The birth of the National Union of Mineworkers
    


    
      After reaching record levels in the 1970s, the price of gold plummeted in the early 1980s, from $800 an ounce in
      1980 to $300 in 1982. The ensuing profit and balance of payment crises directly threatened the jobs of thousands
      of mineworkers, especially at marginal mines. For example, when production was cut back at the West Rand
      Consolidated gold mine, 3 340 jobs were lost.43 Not
      surprisingly, discontent over wages and retrenchments simmered across the sector. Matters came to a head in June
      1982 when the Chamber of Mines announced its annual increases to minimum wage levels. Two of the conservative
      mining companies, Gencor and Gold Fields, decided to adhere to the proposed increases, while other companies,
      such as Anglo American, instituted higher increases. Within days, approximately 40 000 black workers at Gencor
      and Gold Fields mines went on strike to demand higher wages, making it the largest strike by black miners since
      1946. In typical fashion, management refused to concede to the workers’ demands and used force to end the strike,
      including the deportation of 2 000 workers.
    


    
      Despite what appeared to be a rather typical outcome of a strike by black miners, the Chamber of Mines did seem
      to recognise that unionisation was probably inevitable. However, like their counterparts at the helm in
      Johannesburg, the mine-owners decided to recognise the Black Mine Workers’ Union, which had very little support
      among miners. And, following the example set by the municipal workers in 1980, black miners sought to establish
      an independent union. They approached the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA), which appointed Cyril
      Ramaphosa to head the process of forming a new miners’ union. With assistance from experienced miners, such James
      Motlatsi, Puseletso Salae and Alfred Mphahlele, sufficient support was mobilised for the new union to be launched
      in August 1982. When the inaugural congress was held in December 1982, the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM)
      could boast a membership of 14 000 located in nine branches, overwhelmingly on Anglo American mines.44 Within a year, NUM had built a presence in close to 50 mines with a membership of 55
      000. When Cosatu was launched in December 1985, NUM claimed a membership of 250 000, making it the largest union
      by far in the new federation and at its fifth national congress in 1987 it reported a signed-up membership of 344
      000.45 This phenomenal growth was inspired by the rapid development of independent unions
      and was based on organising in the compounds and shafts.
    


    
      Driven by migrant workers’ desire to transform power relations on the mines and to improve their working
      conditions, NUM quickly found itself involved in a range of struggles, including several wildcat strikes. Workers
      now demanded action against white authority on the mines: in January 1984, 1 400 miners at Gencor’s Impala
      Platinum protested against racism and in February 1985, more than 11 000 workers at East Driefontein went on
      strike over ill-treatment by white miners. Wages remained a central concern with spontaneous strikes occurring all over the Rand. For example, in June 1984, 5 500 workers at Douglas,
      Kriel and Goedehoop collieries went on strike for ten days for higher wages and in 1985, more than 42 000 workers
      went on strike for two days at Vaal Reefs over wages.46
    


    
      Thus, within the short period of three years, more than 100 000 migrants on the mines were involved in industrial
      action over a range of demands, thereby posing a serious challenge to the historic labour regime on the mines.
      The state and some mining houses responded with violence. Police broke up a strike at East Driefontein, which
      resulted in 145 injuries and 813 dismissals. Gencor, with the support of the Bophuthatswana government, violently
      smashed a strike at one of its mines and dismissed 23 000 strikers.47 This
      violence reflected the growing hostility by the mining houses to the challenge posed by NUM and set the scene for
      a major confrontation between these protagonists.
    


    
      In 1987, the NUM demanded a 30 per cent wage increase, holiday leave of 30 days and recognition of 16 June as a
      paid holiday. When the Chamber of Mines rejected the wage demand, 340 000 black miners, representing more than 70
      per cent of the workforce, went on strike. The strike of August 1987 was a crucial test of strength between
      migrant workers and their union pitted against the country’s most powerful employer body. It turned out to be a
      bitter conflict as the state and Chamber employed every available strategy to defeat the strike, such as
      lock-outs, assaults on compounds, arrests, raids on union offices, dismissals and the recruitment of scab labour.
      By the third week of the strike, 9 workers had been killed, 500 injured and 54 000 strikers dismissed.48 The NUM leadership called off the strike when it became apparent that the Chamber
      was preparing to dismiss the entire workforce. Workers did not win their demands and undoubtedly suffered a heavy
      defeat. However, the organisation that had been built by migrant workers remained largely intact. Unlike in the
      defeat of 1946, African miners were not driven into submission and within a couple of years rebounded from the
      defeat to embark on new struggles, contributing to the pivotal role played by the union movement in overcoming
      apartheid.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Following the strike wave that hit the platinum industry in 2012 and especially the Marikana massacre, in which
      34 miners were killed by the police, renewed interest has been generated in the position of migrants in the
      mining industry. The continued existence of the migrant labour system has especially come in for criticism.
      Efforts over the past 20 years to re-orient the country’s economy to a more solid industrial base have
      consistently faltered. Instead, as Hein Marais has explained, the economy ‘remains excessively dependent on the
      minerals-energy-complex (MEC)’.49 Export of minerals remains a determining feature of the
      country’s location in the global economy and a crucial source of national income. As a result, it may be argued,
      the industry’s historical reliance on cheap migrant labour has been allowed to continue, despite strident
      critiques of the adverse effects of the system on migrants and their families. ‘The hard reality,’ Gavin Hartford
      recently insisted, ‘is that the pattern of migrant labour super-exploitation – characterised by 12 long months
      with only a Christmas and Easter break – has remained unaltered in the 18 years of democracy.’50 However, it is important to recognise that many migrants (including those who live
      in urban settlements and have ‘secondary’ wives and families) remain strongly connected to rural areas. These
      they regard as their primary homes, where they have extended families (who are often heavily reliant on their
      remittances) and where they regularly invest some of their meagre resources in homesteads.
    


    
      One of the most important changes effected since 1994 is the demise of the traditional hostel system. Despite
      initial opposition from some migrants and the Inkatha Freedom Party, a major programme of converting hostels
      (especially in urban areas) into family units has been undertaken. As a result, the proportion of single migrants
      in these areas has decreased. However, a different picture has emerged on the
      mines: here migrant workers have been offered a living-out allowance, which allows them to establish a basic
      household in residential areas (mainly poverty-stricken informal settlements) surrounding the mines. Invariably,
      they now have to maintain two households (characterised by endemic unemployment), placing enormous pressure on
      their incomes. These are some of the factors that have once again placed migrant workers at the forefront of a
      new wave of industrial militancy. Echoing experiences of an earlier period, migrants have mobilised their rural
      networks to create workers’ committees located in the shafts (in the absence of the hostels) and have turned
      against their traditional union, NUM. In so doing, migrant workers have potentially inaugurated a process of
      reconfiguring the landscape of trade unionism in the country. As before, migrants seem to be reclaiming their
      role as vanguards of the workers’ struggle.
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        NUM grew rapidly in the 1980s to become the largest independent black trade union in the country.
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        Workers gather at a NUM Annual Congress, Johannesburg 1986
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        Figure 16.4
      


      
        Deaths on the mines were a key rallying point for NUM’s mobilisation of migrant workers.
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        NUM workers at a rally protesting against the death of miners, Johannesburg 1986
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        The strike wave on the platinum mines in 2012 inaugurated a new phase of unionisation among migrant workers.
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        Striking mineworkers at Marikana 2012
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      South Africa found itself on the front pages of the world’s press in 2012 when
      police shot and killed 34 platinum miners during a strike by rock-drillers at the Marikana mine. It soon emerged
      that one factor underlying the episode, which had long been of concern to the African National Congress (ANC)
      government, was an ‘epidemic’ of indebtedness. Speaking of credit providers’ ‘outright preying on the
      vulnerabilities of low income and working people’, the minister of Trade and Industry undertook to implement more
      controls in order to check such activities: proof that the stringent efforts already made since South Africa’s
      democratic transition to regulate and control the lending of money at interest had proved inadequate. What has
      become clear in the wake of the killings is that the Marikana episode was at least partly about a deeper economic
      disenfranchisement. The experience of debt is profoundly connected to the domain of wage labour and migrancy, as
      miners struggle to sustain new economic expectations and insecurities on already overstretched pay packets.
      Although the extending of access to formal credit facilities, denied to black South Africans under apartheid, has
      played a central role in including them financially, it brings with it, particularly for lower-wage workers, a
      very ‘precarious’ kind of ‘liberation’.1
    


    
      Making this doubly burdensome for such miners is the fact that waged workers in the 2000s must support a wider
      range of kinsmen than previously and that many, rather than being permanent employees, are subcontracted on lower
      wages.2 Mineworkers, formerly benefiting from greater levels of security and unionisation
      than other areas of wage labour, are now finding their livelihoods increasingly precarious and overstretched.
      Added to these features are creditors’ techniques for collecting repayments (often of borderline legality).
      Deductions are made in two ways. Banks, furniture and appliance retailers and microlenders often use (and abuse)
      the practice of ‘garnishee’ or emoluments attachment orders,3 while
      informal moneylenders (mashonisas) keep borrowers’ ATM (automated teller machine) cards and use these to
      withdraw funds with interest (typically 50 per cent per month) at month end when they are paid. This means that
      many mineworkers simply have nothing left to live on.
    


    
      Possible sources of credit have proliferated. A migrant, previously excluded from many credit sources by South
      Africa’s system of ‘credit apartheid’, is now able to borrow from banks, buy a car with vehicle finance and
      appliances on hire purchase, and hold store cards from several retailers. Lenders offer enticing packages of
      short-term loans, which promise to offset high fees with free mobile phone airtime and discount vouchers for
      retail outlets and bus companies.4 Very few checks are made on income or credit worthiness,
      despite efforts made to curb ‘reckless lending’, such as when – effective from 2007 – the National Credit Act was
      passed. Migrants, like other consumers, also have access to micro-loans, both legal/formal and illegal/informal.
      Often, they borrow from the latter in order to pay back the former.
    


    
      But the means by which debts are collected have become more streamlined. The system of mine labour recruitment
      through The Employment Bureau of Africa (Teba), coupled with the way domestic space was policed in the hostel
      compound in an earlier period, relied on a hi-tech infrastructure for identification and surveillance, which
      fused employment identification with financial identification. This laid the ground for identification and
      control of employees’ financial lives, which the National Union of Mineworkers’ (NUM’s) own Ubank is well placed
      to exploit. More broadly, advanced and ambitious computerised systems aimed at enabling identification, cashing
      in social grants, buying and banking, have played a part in transforming what were previously distinct streams of
      finance into one single flow.5 Technologies of collection have thus become streamlined, allowing
      lenders, both formal and informal, to reach into borrowers’ bank accounts, often leaving them no place to hide.
    


    
      These changes affect how migrants use their money; how widely they are required to redistribute it; how much
      of it they are able to save and whether their outgoing expenses exceed their
      income. This chapter explores such changes against the backdrop of earlier practices, while also pointing to some
      areas of continuity. On the one hand, indebtedness appears to have soared as the means to borrow have become
      increasingly formalised. On the other hand, indebtedness – alongside systems of saving and other ‘portfolios of
      the poor’ – has been in evidence, in different forms, for decades.6
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        Figure 17.1
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        FNB (First National Bank) is one of the ‘big four’ banks 2013
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      Credit apartheid: A historical perspective
    


    
      Borrowing, and its gradual channelling and restriction, began with the system of labour migration itself. First,
      both had roots in South Africa’s patterns of racialised land ownership and exclusion. The enactment of draconian
      laws in 1913 and 1936 set aside most productive farmland for white farmer/owners, while such farmers’
      preferential access to credit secured their success.7 For the
      black cultivator/pastoralists living in these areas, increasing restrictions on their time, and decreasing access
      to the market and to credit, caused many to join the ranks of those seeking work on the mines and in industry, as
      well as inducing them – eventually – to leave these farming areas for the reserves (later ‘homelands’). Second,
      those who continued to rely (in part) on cultivation or pastoralism, whether in white farming areas or in the
      reserves/‘homelands’, became accustomed to borrowing from nearby traders or store-owners or buying on credit from
      them.8 Such traders were not necessarily exploitative; indeed they were ‘often sympathetic’
      to their black customers, themselves being ‘emigrants from societies dominated by peasant economies’.9 While in certain areas these retailers belonged to the established white settler
      constituency, in others they were ethnically marginal merchants –
      predominantly Gujarati-speakers from the Punjab and Jewish refugees from Russia and its borderlands – who sold
      (and lent) to black customers in areas where most white people did not venture.10 As time
      went by, some traders’ enterprises remained as small ‘native’ trading stores, combining such sympathy with profit
      in a fine balance. Others expanded their businesses to become large retailers.11 From the
      1920s onwards, but increasingly so more recently, these retailers took to selling their goods on hire
      purchase.12
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        Figure 17.2
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        Members of a women’s saving club with some of their catering equipment 2009
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      While there may not have been a purposefully exploitative motive on the part of traders who sold on credit, some
      elements in settler society did profit by linking the lending of money with labour recruitment. Traders’ selling
      ‘on tick’ to black cultivators has long had the potential to drive these clients into migrant wage
      labour.13 In some cases, this indebtedness was deliberately exploited. In Pondoland, before
      1913, a system existed whereby rural cultivators were induced into work contracts, or tempted to leave employment
      in one sector in favour of another, by local traders doubling up as semi-formal recruitment agents, who gave
      ‘cattle advances’ against these migrants’ future earnings.14 In
      Bechuanaland (now Botswana), a British protectorate at the time, the relationship between wage advances and
      labour procurement was even more direct. Agents recruiting for the South African mines ‘induced’ locals to enter
      into contracts by paying them wages in advance, thus automatically indebting them.15 These
      arrangements were open to abuse on both sides, with agents often extending such large advances that the borrower
      ‘remained in debt even after having worked for several months’ and borrowers often accepting advances from
      several agents at the same time, with no intention of honouring their debts to any of them.16 To counteract such practices, which might have led to unsustainable levels of debt
      for borrowers and to the collapse of agents’ enterprises, regulatory measures were put in place by the colonial
      authorities. Cattle advances, although enabling rural patriarchs to control the wages of young men, were seen by
      officials as exploitative and eventually abolished.17 Such
      regulatory measures did not, however, result in migrants’ getting free access to their earnings. Instead, a
      system developed of deferring part or all of miners’ pay, rather than giving it to them at the work
      site.18 The authorities feared that cash received immediately would be too readily spent or
      diverted from ‘legitimate’ uses (primarily the payment of various colonial government taxes and levies), or might
      even encourage migrants to neglect or desert their families. The reliance on such measures, in which migrant
      earnings were subject to various forms of external or social control, rather than being individually ‘owned’ by
      workers themselves, proved to be long-lived.
    


    
      Attempts to regulate both the excesses of capitalism and the excessive spending of migrants represent, albeit
      with a strong dose of paternalism, just another version of something that wage workers based in rural areas have
      practised for decades. Alongside the distorted credit arrangements that migrants (despite such regulation)
      continue to be able to access, especially buying items on hire purchase, there has been a tendency for migrants
      to save their income from immediate consumption by ring-fencing it. Paradoxically, the seemingly exploitative
      credit arrangements offered by traders, appliance store-owners and retailers have often been used by migrants
      themselves to their own advantage. Paying off an item of furniture or putting money in a fixed deposit can serve
      as a means to keep money aside from the claims of the wider family; turning it into a ‘socialised asset’ by
      putting it into a savings club can make it available to a wider group, but reserve it for specific ends, rather
      than letting it be frittered away on ill-considered expenditure.
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        Figure 17.3
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        Concession store proprietor (seated) and assistant, Rose Deep, Germiston. October 1966
      


      
        David Goldblatt, Courtesy of the Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg and Cape Town.
      

    


    
      Banking and saving: Work cycles, life cycles and marital
      arrangements
    


    
      What characterises contemporary migrants’ experience of finance is creditors’ ready access to their money.
      Allowing them to recoup repayments by direct debit or garnishee orders makes for an uninterrupted financial flow,
      offering no privacy or protection to the migrant/borrower. Failing to acknowledge this, concerted efforts to
      ‘bank the unbanked’ have been justified by pointing to the benefits offered by formal financial services to those
      at the bottom of the pyramid.19 But migrants in need of systems for saving and transmitting money
      have long been aware of and made use of these services.
    


    
      Probably starting soon after labour migration itself, migrants have invested money in savings clubs.
      Founding and becoming members of what are known locally as stokvels, itimiti or
      megodišano – South African variants of a worldwide phenomenon – workers have grouped together to put
      aside some of their wages for specific purposes. Among sePedi- and isiNdebele-speakers, for example, groupings of
      men, mostly from the same villages, formed rotating credit clubs on the mines or, less formally, collected money
      to help return migrants’ bodies home for burial.20 Starting
      in a later period, after female migrancy began in earnest, women’s clubs enabled members to pool their savings
      and gave each a turn to receive a payout.21 Women used
      the enforced savings system explicitly as a means of disciplining themselves not to use money in other ways. More
      recently, men and women have used some clubs as a means to buy ‘big ticket items’, such as appliances, while
      others lend money at interest, in an attempt to make the clubs’ money grow.22 Alongside
      other arrangements, and themselves increasingly acquiring a formal and more strongly ‘financialised’ aspect,
      these clubs have been one among many means of managing money.23
    


    
      The use of bank accounts, although a more recent phenomenon, has also served as a means of judiciously storing
      and managing money. For men now retired who worked on the mines or in industry, selective use of savings or
      transmission facilities was common. A miner was given a payslip at month end, which he would submit to the ‘time
      office’, exchanging it for cash. In some cases, a miner might deposit his pay into a building society account in
      order to put it aside, later drawing this out to buy telegraph orders from the post office, which were sent home
      and which his wife could redeem at her local post office.24 In other
      cases, trusted drivers of minibus taxis were relied upon to repatriate earnings. Bank accounts were often used
      for saving, notably to hinder rather than enable an easy flow of money, or were opened and closed again as
      workers moved from one job to another or from rural to urban areas and back again. Sometimes the opening of a new
      account and the closing of an old one accompanied the switch from one spouse to another, or reflected the
      domestic distrust that went along with more stable – albeit conflicted – relationships. Bank accounts were
      single- rather than multiple-use, often deployed for the way they blocked, rather than enabled, the ready flow of
      money.
    


    
      The use of bank accounts was combined with other arrangements, which were intricate and required considerable
      skill and powers of recall to manipulate and manage. A recent project in which people were asked to keep
      ‘financial diaries’ revealed that households were using a complex portfolio of arrangements to manage their
      finances.25 People with large numbers of commitments to kin or spouses sometimes strategised to
      make their money inaccessible to these dependants by putting it into fixed deposits, arranging with their
      employers to help them commit to enforced savings practices, putting money aside with a retailer in the lay-by
      system (making a deposit on an item in the expectation of paying the rest of the price within a set time period
      or forfeiting the deposit) or by paying instalments for furniture on hire purchase.26
    


    
      Migrant labourers’ use of the banks thus reflected various marital, spatial and educational discontinuities.
      Countering the strategic character of these patchy arrangements, however, increasing numbers of employers during the 1990s required that wages or salaries be paid into bank
      accounts.27 In the course of that decade, the Department of Social Welfare, attempting to
      enable regularity of payment, similarly encouraged pension and grant recipients to open accounts.28 Where banking had previously been a means to keep income streams separate and to
      avoid certain social obligations while fulfilling others, it increasingly began to enable the unimpeded flow of
      money into the account at month end and out of it again. Wages paid directly into employees’ bank accounts enable
      them to ‘borrow without collateral’ or ‘use their expected wages as a collateral substitute’.29 What were wealth stores have gradually become wealth conduits, enabling creditors
      of all kinds to reclaim their advances.
    


    
      Borrowing: Furniture on hire purchase
    


    
      Investing in items of furniture and appliances, both to embellish their houses and as an investment in a fixed
      asset where other forms of property were disallowed, was a key aspect of the black South African experience,
      especially from the 1950s onwards. Pioneered in urban areas by town-dwellers seeking respectability, the practice
      readily spread to rural areas.30 Where migrants had initially taken a conservative approach to
      investment in property and the purchase of material goods, often consolidating the wealth of the homestead by
      buying cattle, those migrating more recently have tended to favour the purchase-on-credit of household
      furnishings.31 A bride’s parents often provided an item of furniture as part of her trousseau,
      later investing in further items, paying each off in turn, with the eventual aim of equipping all rooms in the
      house. Although interest rates were and remain high, typically more than doubling the price, many householders
      have kept up their repayments in a prudent fashion.32 Furniture
      purchase thus contributed to a ritualised life-course, as well as involving aspirations to sophistication and
      modernity. It has exposed householders to gradually increasing expenditure and expanding credit access over time.
      Providing a means of ‘saving’ money by making it unavailable for other things, it could also, however, when
      unregulated, lead to unsustainable levels of debt.
    


    
      The high price and the two-year period between delivery of the goods and the final repayment gave this credit
      system its mixture of different styles. There was meticulous record-keeping and mailing out of invoices in brown
      envelopes to remind purchasers of what they still owed, but trust was also important: the social and geographical
      distance between retailers and their customers in villages made the business reliant on intermediaries and lent
      it a personalised dimension. Considerable profits could be made by targeting low-paid black migrants, but relying
      on these buyers, with their low earnings and – in some cases – reluctance to keep up repayments, also exposed
      smaller retailers to financial risk. The high costs of hire purchase compensated for defaults and helped to pay
      for repossession operations. Success in making money in this sector (despite these problems) attracted much
      competition, which made business-owners increasingly determined to increase their profit margins over those of
      their rivals, while simultaneously reducing what they paid to employees and agents.33
    


    
      Customers who might have fallen on hard times, when handed reminders of payment due, often threw them away or hid
      them under the bed, only to endure the shame of having items repossessed. The alternative – showing that ‘trust’
      was often honoured more in the breach than in the observance – was that some clients entered into ‘scams’ with
      agents or paid them bribes to depart.34 From the customers’ perspective, these forms of collusion
      were one way to escape the high interest rates charged. But such efforts did not necessarily make matters easier
      for customers. One such agent in an Mpumalanga village, despite having been fired by the retailer for crooked
      practice, continued to travel around to prospective customers, taking advantage of villagers’ ignorance of his
      dismissal and continuing to pocket the deposits they were paying in expectation that their furniture would be
      delivered. The errant agent later left the area to go into hiding in order to
      escape their wrath once villagers discovered his trickery.35
    


    
      By the early 2000s, despite banks’ efforts to abolish credit apartheid by extending financial formalisation to
      all sectors of society, this furniture hire purchase system still remained in place to some degree. Increasingly
      since the 1990s, however, migrant consumers have been getting into hock to clothing retailers via store cards and
      to micro-lenders instead of, or as well as, to furniture retailers. Those buying appliances often now do so using
      micro-loans rather than procuring credit from the furniture stores themselves on hire purchase. Indeed, many of
      these retailers – such as members of the JD group – have recently branched out into financial services and
      micro-lending as an equally or more profitable aspect of the business. Lending has become increasingly
      financialised and customers’ being banked means less risk to the lenders.
    


    
      Borrowing: Informal moneylenders
    


    
      Alongside these other arrangements, informal moneylending has long been practised in the villages where migrants
      come from, just as they have in urban areas. Not all accounts of this practice depict the lenders
      (mashonisas) as violent ‘loan sharks’, however.36 The
      structural factors that limit householders’ options to borrow from the formal sector at reasonable rates often
      incline them instead towards such lenders, who may even lend more cheaply than formal lenders do.37 The fact that many neighbourhood lenders have personal connections to their clients
      plays a role in capping the interest rate. Loans are intended to be repaid at month end, but lenders often extend
      the loan without calculating an accompanying escalation of the interest rate. Doing so would make repayment
      increasingly difficult for borrowers, give the lender a reputation for unfairness, increase the chances that
      violence be used against him and prompt complaints to the authorities. In the ‘business model’ of such
      moneylenders, community-mindedness and careful calculation thus converge.38
    


    
      Becoming more widespread in the 1980s, illegal moneylending with interest began to proliferate in earnest from
      the mid-1990s onwards.39 In some rural areas, it was said to be white farmers who started
      lending money to their employees in the late 1980s, with farm foremen or indunas inserting themselves as
      agents and charging extra for the service. Via a sort of informal apprenticeship system, such agents themselves
      often became moneylenders, eventually acquiring new agents in turn: as in the case of furniture selling, it was
      the close connection to borrower communities that gave these intermediaries the edge. The rate of interest
      gradually escalated to 50 per cent per month, where it remains for larger moneylenders.
    


    
      This kind of moneylending also began to resemble its more financialised equivalent in the new micro-lending
      sector, especially because lenders would require borrowers to hand over their ATM cards (a practice outlawed at
      the end of the 1990s, but which continues apace). Typically, borrowers, shorter of money than previously, then
      borrow again, once again voluntarily yielding up their ATM cards. This results in a kind of debt-bondage cycle,
      embodied by the term sekôlôtô (from the Afrikaans skuld; debt), often called ‘working for
      mashonisa’. When borrowers nonetheless tried to escape by cancelling their ATM cards at the bank and
      applying for new ones, lenders, aware that it is impossible to get a new ATM card without an identity (ID) book,
      retaliate by asking to keep borrowers’ ID books as well. Many people have been driven simply to abandon their
      bank accounts and to open new ones: a practice that became endemic and was often repeated as creditors continued
      to pursue them from one account to the next.
    


    
      Many borrowers do not distinguish the registered (and more formal) micro-lenders from the unregistered (and
      illegal) informal moneylenders or loan sharks: they use the same word – mashonisa – to describe both.
      While small-scale moneylending with a more neighbourly feel certainly remains in place, its more streamlined
      variety – with all the unsustainability that it implies – seems to be on the
      increase. The proliferation of such lenders, added to other possible credit sources, seems by many accounts to
      have led to a veritable storm of moneylending.
    


    
      Banking the unbanked at the mines
    


    
      The idea of expanding financial access to those at the bottom of the pyramid suggests an apparently universal
      ideal of economic and social mobility, but we have tried to highlight how it takes on very specific local forms
      as it grafts onto pre-existing social, political and economic relations. It draws in and relies on the energies
      and resources of local actors and agencies as much as on multinational players, such as global banks. Among those
      included are some unexpected actors, alongside those we would normally expect to see looking to profit from this
      increasing financialisation of borrowing and indebtedness. Most striking among these is the NUM itself.
    


    
      Testimonies of low-paid migrant miners, such as those at Marikana, show that their lending and indebtedness,
      unlike that of many other newly included South Africans, such as the ‘new middle class’, is not so much a matter
      of pursuing mobility and the fulfilment of aspirations. Rather, it arises out of their attempts simply to get by
      and to support increasing numbers of dependants at a distance. Nevertheless, this cohort has proved a lucrative
      target for formal lenders seeking to ‘bank the unbanked’. Among these, the NUM has turned its focus to a new
      programme of support and services for members, including its Ubank (formerly Teba Bank, established in 1976 for
      mineworkers’ savings, as a continuation of the kind of initiative that earlier found expression in ‘deferred
      pay’).40 Broadly speaking, this reflects a shift from a register of collective action and
      worker solidarity to the promotion of individual self-actualisation and economic empowerment, in line with the
      national corporate-sponsored discourse of patriotic capitalism. Established by the NUM’s fully financialised
      investment arm, in partnership with the Chamber of Mines, Ubank has become one of the largest sources of credit
      to mineworkers, aimed at offering a legitimate alternative to local mashonisas and an array of financial
      products from payday loans through small enterprise start-up loans to mortgages. ‘Our vision is to be the
      workers’ bank of South Africa,’ Ubank’s then chief executive, Mark Williams, announced in 2010, as the bank made
      a bid to augment its existing 500 000 clients.41 Initially
      dubbed the ‘workers bank’ as an ethical counterweight to the ‘big four’ corporate banks that were cashing in on
      lending to the poor, Ubank’s ‘moral highground’ has itself become rather more precarious, as rank-and-file NUM
      membership have ended up being more the generators of profit than the recipients.42
    


    
      The images projected in Ubank advertising embody the core virtues/values of upward mobility, youth, and
      entrepreneurial vigour. This aesthetic is at odds with the reality of life both underground and in the shacks of
      the squatter camps around the Marikana platinum mines. It fails to capture the fact that the ubiquity of easy
      credit can create new vulnerabilities under the banner of empowerment. This is particularly the case for the
      poorest-paid mineworkers and subcontractors, for whom the repayment of an unsecured payday loan of a significant
      portion of the value of their net pay is virtually impossible.43 One
      rock-driller at the gold mines said he finds payday ‘the most miserable day’ and used the term ‘daylight robbery’
      to describe the recovery of debts directly from his account.44
    


    
      Rock-drillers, now an underclass of mineworkers, have thus been excluded from the post-apartheid
      promise/compromise of mobility. Deemed an anachronism, a reminder of the old South Africa who does not fit the
      storyline of the new one, the rock-driller has been expunged from the narrative of citizens pursuing the dream of
      upward mobility.45 This narrative denies the material reality of modern migrant life:
      if a miner is supporting a family in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal or Lesotho, the living-out allowance of
      around R1 800 is enough to afford to rent only a cheap shack in the squatter
      camps. This is especially the case in and around Rustenburg, where the platinum boom between 2004 and 2008 led to
      a massive inflation in the property market of more than 100 per cent and a substantial shortage of low-cost
      housing. The living-out allowance, rather than purely a demonstration of the progressive ‘corporate social
      responsibility’ of mining companies and their commitment to the autonomy of their employers, is itself an act of
      externalisation.46 As one migrant miner said:
    


    
      In the past the mine would supply a concrete ‘bed’ and meals. Workers could send home to the rural areas most of
      their pay ... [Now] on our small wages we have to pay for our own beds and meals. Many workers now have two
      families here and back home.47
    


    
      Aimed at rectifying the situation, housing initiatives simultaneously attempt financial education and
      bottom-of-the-pyramid investment and represent the rallying point for a new social struggle as the emblem of
      economic exclusion in post-apartheid South Africa. Over the past decade, the major mining companies have invested
      resources in upgrading hostel accommodation for migrant miners, restyling them as ‘single accommodation villages’
      to erase the legacy of the era of compounded labour.48 But, while
      hostels are improved and less crowded, much less progress has been made in the provision of family housing to
      low-wage mineworkers (promised as far back as 1944 by the mining industry).49 The
      prevailing structure of accommodation provided to lower-ranking employees was that a resident was ‘expected to
      live as a “bachelor”’ within the confines of the hostel’ until he went on leave and returns “home” to visit his
      family’.50 Since the late 1990s, the numbers of miners opting to live outside the
      paternalistic confines of the hostels has multiplied, even though the living-out allowance provided by mining
      companies (to permanent employees only and not the rising numbers of subcontractors) is too little to support a
      family, let alone multiple dependants. Despite the costs of living out, for many, the choice was simple: ‘Eighty
      per cent, I think live outside the hostels and many are in the informal settlements … if you live outside the
      hostels … you have your space. You have freedom,’ said Prosper Masinga, a shop steward at the platinum mines.
    


    
      In order to counteract this defection of employees to the informal settlements, some mining companies have sought
      a solution not in the extension of company-owned family accommodation (available for the most part only to
      manager-level employees), but rather in the market; in this case, the burgeoning market for low-cost housing
      construction and mortgage facilities. Anglo American Platinum, for example, has expressed its commitment to
      addressing the deep structural reliance on migrant labour, by launching a low-cost, new home ownership scheme to
      enable lower-ranking employees on lower wages to buy a family house.51 Celebrated
      among advocates as vehicles for democratising the housing market, providing financial security, agency and
      education to the poor, such schemes often fail to account for the widespread experience of foreclosure in the
      so-called ‘subprime’ mortgage sector around the world. In the context of rising job insecurity in the mining
      industry and the precarious nature of migrant life, employer-provided mortgages are likely to increase the
      vulnerability of low-wage workers under the banner of delivering financial security and social cohesion.
      Ultimately, if schemes such as Anglo Platinum’s were to succeed, mining companies would recoup more in interest
      paid on mortgages over a long period of time than it cost them to build the housing, not only externalising the
      costs of providing and building housing for migrant employees onto workers themselves, but profiting from it. As
      Benchmarks puts it: ‘Does this represent an investment by Anglo Platinum in the community, or is it a community
      investment in Anglo Platinum?’52
    


    
      Large-scale retrenchments in the platinum industry (which bore the brunt of formal job losses since 2009) have
      left many mineworkers with little or no income with which to support numerous dependants, let alone repay debts.
      These were a result of the global financial crisis, with its shift from
      surging metals prices and huge corporate profits between 2004 and 2005, to the plummeting profits and global
      financial crisis thereafter. These global forces have shaped the micro-financial experience of hope, expectation
      and indebtedness for miners and migrants at the so-called coalface of the recession.
    


    
      Despite this, migrants are still drawn in their thousands to the vast industrial complexes and sprawling
      conurbations of South Africa’s mining centres, such as the western limb of the platinum belt
      (Rustenburg-Marikana-Brits), in search of economic opportunities in the mines or on the fringes of the mine
      economy. Family commitments at the mines, and the lack of formal or informal job opportunities in their places of
      origin, keep many miners in place, even after they are retrenched: ‘returning home’ often becomes impossible.
      With the abrupt contraction of the mine economy following the 2009 recession, shaft closures, reductions in
      operations and large-scale retrenchments, many former miners and new migrants find themselves competing with
      thousands of others for hard-won yet even more insecure positions in retail, domestic service, or most commonly,
      security (which has now outstripped mining as the country’s biggest employer in terms of sector).
    


    
      The experience of migrancy by the rock-drillers of Marikana, then, differs in important respects from that of
      earlier migrants. It is not only that miners’ range of dependants has increased and their access to credit has
      widened, while their means of repaying it – under the insecure conditions of contract labour and ongoing
      retrenchments – have shrunk. It is also that the mining companies no longer provide board and lodging: the role
      of compounds has declined and miners are left to find their own accommodation and food, using scarce resources in
      a setting of soaring prices. There is a sharp disparity between the promises of upward mobility through financial
      inclusion and the increasing precariousness within the migrant workforce, as new forms of economic vulnerability
      combine with much older legacies of disenfranchisement in the mine economy, unsettling the stark dichotomy
      between job and no job.53
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Migrant life has long required a careful balancing of responsibilities. Often thought of as caught between two
      geographical worlds and two divergent systems (although these, of course, are inextricably intertwined), migrants
      travel to earn a wage in a capitalist economy, while finding ways to husband their resources and to honour
      obligations and reciprocities that arise in a seemingly less-than-capitalist context. Techniques used to keep
      wages aside and beyond migrants’ control have not only been deployed by various agents – rural patriarchs,
      traders, government authorities, appliance retailers – but also at times eagerly embraced by migrants themselves,
      in the knowledge that these resources will need to be guarded for the upkeep of home, for future retirement or
      the costs associated with death and burial. However, if credit has a positive aspect in that it allows a migrant
      to ‘borrow speculative resources from his/her own future and transform them into concrete resources to be used in
      the present’,54 the interests of those who extend such loans cannot necessarily be assumed to be
      benevolent. In South Africa, where the ‘advantage to creditor’ principle has long been in evidence,55 there are signs that an increasingly financialised capitalism has irrevocably
      transformed the landscape within which migrants make their calculations about family obligations and the life
      that is to come.
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      The graphic footage of South African police gunning down striking mineworkers
      in the veld surrounding the town of Marikana stunned both the country and the world. It was the bloodiest
      confrontation between police and civilians since the end of apartheid and the climax of days of stand-offs, which
      had already left several dead. In the weeks following the massacre of 16 August 2012 – a day widely heralded as
      the post-apartheid Sharpeville moment – wildcat strikes sent shock waves throughout the country’s crucial mining
      sector. Unrest spread like a veld fire from the platinum mines of the North West to other mines throughout the
      country, especially in the gold sector, with strikers taking up the simple demand of the Marikana workers – a
      living wage of R12 500 per month, more than double what most were getting at the time. Despite mass arrests,
      threats of dismissal and alleged police torture, the Marikana strikers continued to stay away from work.
      Eventually, more than a month after the massacre, they settled on a 22 per cent wage increase which, though less
      than the R12 500 they were calling for, still amounted to a substantial gain. It was also an encouraging sign to
      striking workers elsewhere who were breaking ranks with the dominant National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) en masse
      and joining the rival Association of Mining and Construction Workers’ Union (Amcu), a hitherto little-known,
      nonpartisan workers’ organisation. The latter originated in Mpumalanga as a breakaway from NUM and at the time of
      the massacre was widely depicted as a shady upstart by its detractors.
    


    
      By the end of the year, unrest on the mines had died down, but the events had exposed major rifts within the
      working class and within South African society at large. Nothing captured the political perplexity of the
      post-apartheid denouement quite like NUM founder-turned-business-tycoon and soon-to-be deputy ANC president,
      Cyril Ramaphosa, condemning the actions of the Marikana strikers as ‘plainly and dastardly criminal’ in email
      correspondence.1 He wrote those words as a board member of Lonmin, the owner of the
      Marikana mine, and they no doubt left a bubbling sense of resentment among those who had gathered on the Marikana
      koppie, many of them seasoned labourers who knew NUM during the apartheid years as an ambitiously militant union
      led by the charismatic young Ramaphosa. Some would perhaps have been familiar with the struggle to unionise
      workers on the mines of Impala Platinum in the 1990s, which at that time were under the territorial authority of
      the Bophuthatswana homeland. Back then, an aggressive NUM, which had grown to become the country’s largest union
      and a key partner in the ANC-led alliance, ousted the local sweetheart union that workers had grown wary of. Now,
      it seemed, NUM was the union in an all-too-cosy relationship with the bosses and Ramaphosa’s rise to the pinnacle
      of corporate power was seen as symbolic of the growing distance between the union’s leadership and a large
      section of the workforce still lacking skills and tied to the old system of labour migration. Beyond the mines,
      the rift was seen as part of a much larger one between the country’s poor black masses and the leaders on whom
      they had pinned such high hopes.
    


    
      All of the 34 who were killed at Marikana were migrant workers, performing low-paid, unskilled work and the
      overwhelming majority were from rural Pondoland in the Eastern Cape. Fitting the mould of a typical migrant, Vuyo
      Mabiya,2 from a village near the Eastern Cape town of Idutywa, could easily have been an
      addition to the death toll that day. He is a stocky man in his early thirties who walks with a severe limp after
      his femur was shattered by a police bullet during the strike action. Before the strike, he was working as a
      rock-drill operator (RDO), doing the most physically demanding work in cramped, hazardous stopes. Though lowly
      paid and lacking in technical skills, RDOs have a strong sense of masculine pride and solidarity, together with a
      keen awareness of the importance of their ‘tacit knowledge’.3 Many RDOs
      are uneducated older men, veterans of the mines who are in their late forties or fifties (the job takes a heavy
      toll on one’s health and few are able to carry on working beyond that age), but a large group of RDO workers are
      younger men who, like Vuyo, have a significant level of schooling behind them.
      Vuyo, for instance, has passed Matric and like many of his young peers he is ambitious, confident and acutely
      aware of his rights in the workplace. More than anything else, however, it is the critical role of RDOs at the
      rock face that gives them their real bargaining leverage – when they down tools, production grinds to a halt. And
      because of this, it is the RDOs in particular, the ‘kings of the mine’, who tend to be at the forefront of
      industrial action and who, tellingly, dominated the worker’s committees formed during the strike waves on the
      platinum belt.4
    


    
      Although he is far from fully recovered from his injuries, Vuyo is able to do less gruelling manual work, while
      his activism has elevated him to an official position on an Amcu shaft committee. My first meeting with him was
      in mid-2013 at a fast-food joint in a dust-blown part of downtown Rustenburg. In the last couple of decades, the
      platinum industry has expanded rapidly and the city, sitting atop the world’s largest platinum reserves, has
      become a true boom town. Chic new housing developments have sprouted up in the scenic, treed villadom of
      Rustenburg and gated neo-Mediterranean complexes with names like ‘Casa Rosa’ compete in opulence with upmarket
      mansions. But amidst this immense wealth, there is chronic poverty and a woeful lack of services and decent
      housing for the platinum belt’s poorer denizens. On the fringes of the other side of town, the landscape is a
      blighted monochrome – corrugated iron shacks cling to the edges of the ubiquitous mine dumps, the dull grey metal
      melding with the dull grey igneous rock. To the alien visitor, it soon becomes clear that the town is
      ill-equipped to handle its new role at the centre of world platinum production. The narrow provincial roads are
      torn up and potholed by 18-wheel leviathans transporting platinum-bearing ore and the town itself is bursting at
      the seams, no longer able to absorb the masses of migrants drawn from the impoverished rural hinterlands of the
      Eastern Cape, Lesotho and Mozambique, three historical labour reservoirs for South Africa’s mines.
    


    
      At the beginning of the century, when gold mining on the Rand was still in its infancy, it was far from certain
      that the migrant labour system would be here to stay, until attempts by some mining companies to experiment with
      more efficient labour usage by increasing the component of ‘stabilised’, skilled black workers ran up against the
      wall of racist populism. Racism aside, at a time when African societies enjoyed a considerable degree of
      autonomy, it is unlikely that very many would have chosen the path to become permanent proletarians. Of course,
      there were always those who did slip through the net of influx laws, turning their backs on their rural families
      and melting away into the towns. But despite being a persistent source of frustration for authorities, they never
      amounted to more than a small minority. With the onset of apartheid came further waves of racist legislation
      aimed at curbing the flow of Africans to the urban areas, making the presence of migrants in ‘white South Africa’
      ever more ephemeral. By this time, the mining industry had come to see its future profitability and its ability
      to tap into the low-grade, deep-level ore on the Rand, as dependent on a large contingent of cheap and
      exploitable black migrant labour. The wages paid to migrants could be kept extremely low on the assumption that
      homestead agriculture and pastoralism would cover the subsistence needs of the worker and his family. When the
      worker retired or was incapacitated by industrial disease or an accident, employers could wash their hands of any
      further responsibility and dump him in the care of his rural family.
    


    
      That the migrant labour system persisted, however, cannot be put down to coercion alone. From the earliest days
      of industrial mining, African migrants covered vast distances to toil in the diamond pits of Kimberley and the
      suffocating tunnels of the Rand, where silicosis and rock falls claimed lives in staggering numbers. They did so,
      however, with the view of building up their rural homesteads. The earnings of young men were sent back to the
      countryside, where they bought modern agricultural implements or cattle to pay for bride-wealth so that they could start their own homesteads. As the twentieth century wore on, the bargaining
      power of African societies was steadily whittled away as colonial capitalism tipped the balance of forces in
      favour of the white state, but the iron grip of colonialism was never total. From the 1970s, social historians
      began to complicate the neat picture of an overarching apparatus of colonial control and a pinned-down, wretched
      African peasantry. They sought to shed light on the agency of ordinary Africans during colonialism and apartheid,
      urging us not to lose sight of the ways in which migrants shaped their own lives as they navigated through the
      hostile, alien terrain of the urban world, the ‘place of whites’. At times, migrants accommodated the intrusions
      of the racist, paternalist state. But at other times, they resisted its power, sometimes riotously, but more
      often in everyday foot-dragging and the subtle, ingenious ways that are the hallmark weapons of the
      weak.5
    


    
      On the whole, however, they were willing to put up with the dehumanising conditions of mine life because of one
      crucial trade-off: they were working towards a viable future in their rural homes, those last redoubts of
      autonomy from their white overlords. Among the more conservative migrants, the so-called ‘Red’ isiXhosa-speakers,
      who so preoccupied twentieth-century anthropologists, clung to a staunchly traditionalist set of beliefs. Theirs
      was an ideology of resistance to the influences of the white urban world and it found expression in their
      material austerity – a rural asceticism reflected in everything from the clothes they wore to their preference
      for traditional brew over commercial bottled beer.6 These were
      men firmly rooted in the values of rural society. Migrancy, then, for ‘Reds’ as well as other migrants, was first
      and foremost a means to a rural end. The powerful media images following the Marikana massacre, of blanket-clad,
      spear-wielding strikers, the strikers’ alleged use of muti (traditional medicine) and even the koppie
      upon which they gathered – the symbolism of the hill as a site of rural resistance is not lost on anyone familiar
      with Xhosa history – may suggest a migrant workforce with a strongly ‘traditional’ world view. But, as we shall
      see later, Vuyo and his comrades are a far cry from the traditionalist ‘Red’ Xhosa migrants of yesteryear.
    


    
      In 1982, the year after Vuyo’s birth, NUM was formed. Its rapid rise came in the midst of manifold changes in the
      mining industry and South Africa’s rural hinterlands. A series of regional political upsets in the 1970s had
      precipitated a recruitment crisis on the mines, leading employers to reduce their dependence on foreign labour.
      The mines scrambled to find sufficient labour closer to home, but at the same time the rapid deterioration of the
      country’s communal areas was pushing more and more black South Africans to the mines, with rising mine wages
      further encouraging this trend. Eastern Cape migrants, however, would continue to form the backbone of the
      migrant workforce on many mines. Meanwhile, in the 1980s and early 1990s, NUM campaigned vigorously for an end to
      the barrack-like accommodation into which workers were crammed, where they had no personal space, save a simple
      bunk bed. The union denounced the hostels as one of the most vulgar manifestations of the colonial-apartheid
      industrial order. Unsurprisingly, when the hostels were eventually decommissioned or converted into family units
      in the wake of apartheid, workers were quick to opt for a modest sum of cash – a ‘living-out allowance’ – in
      exchange for arranging their own accommodation.
    


    
      Like most migrant labourers these days, Vuyo lives in a tiny shack in one of the sprawling informal settlements
      not far from the shaft where he works. He is burdened by a crippling level of debt, which he owes to some of the
      now ubiquitous moneylenders that have cropped up in the mining areas in recent years, offering easy access to
      unregulated credit. For earlier generations of migrants, encapsulated in the hostels, where workers were provided
      with accommodation and food and shielded from the lure of urban markets, there was a lot less to worry about in
      terms of living expenses. This is no longer the case for those who have made the move into the burgeoning
      shacklands surrounding the mines. Many have now entered into relationships
      with ‘town women’ and taken on all the trappings of a new urban home – rent, furniture, appliances and so
      forth.7
    


    
      Like many of his contemporaries, Vuyo is marked by all the signs of an urbane, ambitious and materialistic city
      slicker. During the time I spent with him, he never let his elegant dress sense slacken in any way and he manages
      to keep an old but well-maintained Audi going, its fuel gauge constantly hovering just above the empty mark. When
      I ask Vuyo about the differences between migrants like himself, who first entered the mines after apartheid, and
      Pondo migrants of earlier generations like his father, who took up employment on the Mpumalanga coal mines, he is
      quick to emphasise the difference in lifestyles and consumer choices. ‘The way we spend our money now is not like
      in the olden days,’ he told me.
    


    
      For those people drilling the machines in those days, their minds were blank and they were not even thinking for
      themselves. But now people go to school and finish their studies and build nicer homes. In the olden days people
      didn’t even buy fridges or beds or wardrobes and they didn’t even have electricity. But the younger generations
      have changed things and instead of sitting on animal skins people now sit on fancy sofas.
    


    
      Outwardly, as he goes about his day-to-day activities, there is little about Vuyo to betray his rustic roots.
      But, like his forebears, he remains committed to a life and a future in rural Pondoland. Vuyo’s story can help to
      illuminate contemporary Pondoland and the pressures that migrants face in their rural homes, where they shoulder
      enormous responsibility as providers. In Vuyo’s case, which is fairly typical, his wage has to help nine
      dependants – his elderly parents, four unemployed siblings, a teenage niece from one of his sisters and two small
      children from another. It is small wonder then that he has not yet married and started a family of his own.
    


    
      It is at this point that we should turn our attention to the region Vuyo is from, in the poorest province of
      South Africa. The inexorable decline of South Africa’s rural peripheries sped up dramatically from the 1960s as
      apartheid-era social engineering gained momentum. Those forcibly removed from ‘white’ South Africa poured into
      the already overcrowded Bantustans, often having to piece their lives together again from scratch. In addition,
      unsuccessful ‘betterment’ and villagisation policies uprooted yet more rural people and further disrupted
      small-scale agriculture. Over the long run, grinding poverty deepened its roots. Pondoland’s agrarian economy may
      have fared somewhat better than many other areas, such that one notable observer could describe it in the 1990s
      as ‘one of the most agriculturally self-sufficient parts of the South African rural reserves’, but from the
      vantage point of the present, it is clear that it was not all that exceptional.8 The state
      of agriculture in Pondoland is worse now then it was then – something William Beinart’s chapter in this book
      explores in depth.
    


    
      Even in the more environmentally propitious parts of the former homeland, people are turning away from farming
      and large fields are being abandoned in favour of smaller, more manageable garden plots. As Vuyo and his comrades
      will frequently point out, their younger dependants are not interested in farming nor do they have the necessary
      knowledge and experience. These days, they are more likely to spend their time in the classroom, not in the
      fields. Despite the poor quality of education and the dire state of many classrooms, schooling has had the effect
      of instilling a more uniform, ‘modern’ and urban-looking youth culture that has displaced traditional forms of
      youth socialisation.
    


    
      There are also more immediate, more material concerns standing in the way of farming. Without sufficient
      resources at their command and due to the lack of state support and subsidised inputs, many rural people do not
      feel that the potential benefits outweigh the risks and uncertainties of farming. It is a complaint one hears
      with remarkable consistency and Vuyo’s savings, to be sure, will not be invested in agriculture. He hopes instead to buy a bakkie (pick-up truck) one day and start up a transport and
      delivery business in the area he is from. Crucially for migrants, the steady downward trend in agricultural
      production since the 1990s has increased the costs they have to bear, as it means that they must foot ever-larger
      grocery bills. The bulk of the cash that Vuyo sends home is spent at the local supermarket and what the family
      harvests provides only a meagre supplement to their consumption, where once it may have provided them with a
      surplus and cash income.
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      There is, however, one other vital source of income for rural families. In addition to wages, government welfare
      helps to keep rural dwellers afloat. For most poor, rural families, which are now more dependent than ever on
      external resources, state support is a lifeline. The child support grant, introduced in the late 1990s, has had a
      huge uptake and now encompasses children up to the age of 18. Although a very modest sum of R290 per month per
      child, it has had a noticeable effect in improving children’s school attendance rates. Non-contributory old-age
      pensions, which in the financial year 2006/07 made up 37 per cent of welfare expenditure, offer a much larger
      payment capped at around R1 300.9 The majority of households in rural Pondoland derive some
      income from at least one source of government cash transfers and Vuyo’s is no exception. His father’s pension and
      the child grants given to his sisters help to maintain the family. Although they have helped to mitigate the
      worst effects of poverty, the significance of grants tends to pale in comparison to regular remittances from
      full-time workers in the formal economy. Indeed, this is what migrants themselves will tell you. Their
      remittances are the surest guarantee against poverty and offer some hope, however distant, of upward mobility for
      themselves and their families.
    


    
      And what has become of pastoral production, the bedrock of Pondoland’s economic autonomy during the colonial
      encounter? While there is no longer much income from or investment in agriculture, migrants do still channel
      substantial portions of their monthly wages into livestock. Vuyo, like many other migrants, has the nucleus of a
      herd and intends to accumulate more cattle. He is saving for bride-wealth or lobola, which nowadays is usually
      paid at least in part by cash, but cattle nonetheless remain important in these transactions. One of Vuyo’s
      comrades claimed that he was prepared to eventually pay lobola of R30 000, in addition to nine to twelve head of
      cattle. At a few thousand rand per cow, this amounts to a significant sum. Many rural people still consider
      cattle to be a sound form of investment, a preferable alternative to depositing money in bank accounts, where
      easily accessible cash reserves tend to dwindle quickly.10
    


    
      In addition to cattle, housing soaks up large portions of migrants’ savings. It is a topic that crops up
      constantly in conversations with workers and travelling through rural Pondoland, it is easy to see why. Housing
      appears to have become a dynamic frontier for investment in an otherwise stagnant economic zone. One comes across
      a wide range of dwellings lying in little clusters on the region’s green, shrubbed hills, many of them still
      being built, from traditional pastel-coloured rondavels with thatched roofs, to modern, spacious brick-and-mortar
      houses, the latter often signalling the owner’s status as a successful businessman, government employee or
      white-collar worker. A modern house is the most visible marker one’s relative prosperity.
    


    
      When it comes to relative prosperity, the value of education is acutely understood by poor and rich alike. Paying
      for the education of young dependants comes as yet another major cost to migrants, who invest great hope in their
      children’s getting better jobs than they have. Though some migrants, especially younger ones, have a reasonable
      level of schooling, many are functionally illiterate and know all too well the importance of their children’s
      getting the education that they themselves so sorely lack. It is not only a matter of paying school fees, which
      are in any case heavily subsidised by the government. There are all sorts of other expenses in the overall cost
      structure of education – transportation costs, uniforms, stationery and so
      forth. Many migrants send their children to study in urban areas under the care of relatives, but this only
      increases maintenance costs. And it is not only their own children that migrants help to put through school, but,
      as in Vuyo’s case, also nieces, nephews and siblings, some of whom enrol in costly tertiary institutions. Put
      crudely, an educated child is a vital asset to any poor family and migrants anticipate being able to rely on
      their children later in life.
    


    
      However, given the dire circumstances of the communal areas, an important question arises: what explains
      migrants’ persistent attachment to the rural areas and why do they continue to pump most of their wages into
      unproductive homesteads? What are we to make of Vuyo’s insistence: ‘We are only here for money. We have to save
      and build a house back home. We do not want to stay here [in Rustenburg].’ Why, in other words, have migrants not
      taken their families and moved permanently to the urban areas? The matter is a complex one, but part of the
      reason must lie in simple economic calculations. In short, the rural areas still offer a vital safety net. The
      prevailing economic climate is one of structural unemployment and labour casualisation. The mining industry’s
      labour force has shrunk drastically since apartheid ended and migrants are left in a very precarious position,
      with the threat of redundancy constantly looming over them. Unsurprisingly, they are still likely to view the
      rural areas as part of a broader insurance policy and every single migrant that I spoke to envisioned a rural
      retirement. The economies of the communal areas may be in a desperate state, but the cost of living on the
      platinum belt is prohibitive when compared to back home. The pension of a retired migrant thus reaches further in
      the rural areas, even though there are almost always unemployed dependants eager to stake their claims on it. And
      despite the decline in agriculture, the cattle and other small livestock that Vuyo’s family maintains, together
      with the garden plot, make some contribution, albeit a very modest one, to the family’s livelihood. While the
      results of betterment, forced removals and chronic poverty have meant growing strains on relationships, kinship
      networks and ties of reciprocity have proven resilient enough to remain important. Indeed, it may be precisely
      because of collective hardships, rather than in spite of them, that social ties are so strong.
    


    
      But migrants’ relationship to the land has a lot to do with less tangible things as well. Not only do migrants
      still have vested material interests in the communal areas, but there are also issues of identity that need to be
      taken into account. Migrants still harbour a sense of belonging in the rural areas. Thus we begin to make sense
      of Vuyo’s fierce determination not to make Rustenburg his home, despite the fact that there are even fewer job
      opportunities back at his real home. Though masculine identity has hardly stood still over time, for most Pondo
      migrants on the platinum mines it remains tied to the ideal of fairly and judiciously heading a rural household.
      A conception of manhood that stresses benevolence to the wider community is still very much alive. As relatively
      unskilled and poorly educated men, migrants have very limited prospects for advancement in the urban economy. In
      Rustenburg, they are economically marginal figures, but in the impoverished rural hinterlands they are looked to
      as monied men, as providers and therefore as men of standing in their communities. Time and again, Vuyo made this
      clear to me, with statements such as: ‘If you are working in a mine they take you as a person who is earning a
      lot of money ... as a person who is successful ... you have something to provide.’
    


    
      The high cost of transportation to and from the Eastern Cape prevents Vuyo from returning regularly at weekends,
      but on ‘big days’, for example weddings, funerals and other ceremonial occasions, he is expected to return home,
      a duty he fulfils without fail. As the oldest male of the household and its sole breadwinner, it is he who, on
      ‘big days’, is expected to purchase and slaughter a beast for the communal pot. In this way, the migrant’s wage
      is literally carved up and redistributed to the wider community in the form of meat. Like bride-wealth
      transactions, ritual slaughter serves to strengthen social ties and to cement
      the position of migrants in society. In this way, cattle play a central redistributive role as well. Nowhere are
      beasts slaughtered on the scale seen at funerals, which, given the prevalence of HIV and AIDS, are held with
      alarming regularity. In mid-2013, I accompanied Vuyo and several other workers to the funeral of Alton Joja in
      the Mbizana district of Pondoland. Joja was the traditional healer made famous for allegedly giving muti
      to Marikana workers during the strike and whose as yet unsolved murder made national headlines. As a prominent
      figure in the community Joja’s funeral was a suitably large affair, which took place under a massive white
      marquee. Everyone from the surrounding villages was invited and the crowd grew so large that it spilled out of
      the marquee and onto the surrounding lawns next to the house where he was killed. It was, no doubt, a very
      expensive affair and the vast quantity of food that was provided alone must have translated into thousands upon
      thousands of rands. Vuyo and the other men I accompanied claimed, quite plausibly, to have contributed the hefty
      sum of R12 000 that they had collected from their shaft alone. The occasion underscored the high standing that
      men such as Vuyo enjoy in Pondoland. Even to an outsider such as myself, it was immediately clear that, by virtue
      of his privileged access to the urban economy, Vuyo is a man who can command significant social capital. His
      wages are paltry indeed, but in Pondoland they are enough to set him apart from the vast majority and with his
      brand-new clothes and golden wristwatch, he visibly stands out from the mass of poor, unemployed men and women
      gathered to mourn at the Joja residence. He has that coveted but most elusive thing: waged employment. But with
      it comes the enormous burden of having to provide for a needy rural community.
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      Though there has been much discussion about the lack of change in the mining sector and, indeed, transformation
      in the mining labour regime has not been far-reaching enough, unrest on the mines has historically been caused by
      change, however gradual, and not the lack of it. An upset to the status quo, slight shifts in the delicate
      balance of forces: these are the things that have led to violent upheavals in the past. The recent unrest on the
      platinum mines was the result of cumulative changes and contradictions, some of which have subtly been unfolding
      over decades. When Vuyo first entered the mines, he was inserting himself into a long history of Pondo migrancy,
      but profound differences separate his own life from those of his mineworker forebears. The single-sex hostels,
      those potent prison-like icons of South Africa’s racially skewed industrial development, were no longer a central
      feature of the mining world when Vuyo first started working. Unlike earlier generations of mineworkers, Vuyo
      lives in the mine’s urban surrounds and has unhindered access to a world that was not long ago the preserve of
      whites. If he has not embraced the idea of living permanently in Rustenburg, he has nevertheless embraced his
      urban status. And though the wage he earns now is far greater in real terms than the wage his father earned on
      the coal mines, maintaining a respectable lifestyle in an urban world means all manner of new costs. He, like his
      peers, wants to claim place as a citizen of the world of urban consumers. At the same time, by remaining firmly
      rooted in the countryside and unfalteringly committed to a rural future, Vuyo’s life reflects strong continuity
      with past generations of migrants. And the greatest demands on migrants’ wages stem from the rural areas, which
      are less productive than before, but also less remote and, ultimately, more interconnected with urban centres and
      more commercialised than in previous decades. New cost pressures emanating from the labour-sending side of the
      migrant labour cycle have contributed to an overall crisis of migrancy and the ongoing turbulence on the mines,
      as miners struggle to fend for their dependants back home and to meet rising costs. Meanwhile, in the workplace,
      Pondo migrants have been alienated from a union they felt did not adequately represent them. The changing labour
      profile on the mines, with some black workers rapidly moving up the career ladder, has led
      to a rift within the workforce between unskilled and skilled workers. NUM’s representatives at the shaft level
      tend to be drawn from among the latter and the norm is for them to be taken out of production and made full-time
      officials, where they enjoy all the perks of an office job and significant monetary benefits. It is small wonder,
      then, that such an unbridgeable chasm opened up between NUM’s leadership and its grass-roots.
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