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4. INTRODUCTTION
Natal opens its eastern gateway on the Indian QOcean
througnh the Fort of Durban, Indian immigration to
south Africa was a selective process in which cer-
tain individuals and categories of people, reacting
to specicfic pressures in their homeland, was in-
duced to migrate by the promise of future rewards,
Thus from I860 onwards indentured Indians from India
started arriving in Natal and they comprised of
peasant farmers, rural artisans and agricultural
labourers., They embarked at the ports of Madras and
Calcutta for the Colony of Natal wnder a system of

indenture for a five year period,

Regulations govered their entire lives from birth
to death and stingent rules and severe penalties
were imposed on them, from the time that they settled
in this new country. Their departure from Iniia and
the conditions under which they arrived in Natal lert
distinguishing marks on them. They were violently
snatched from their traditional moorings in India and
brought to a coanletely new country in a manner that

they lost all contact with their kith and kin,.

Today, the majority 3o not have any communication with
their relatives in India nor do they have any knowledge
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of/their native village. After their period of inden-
ture, many decided to remain in their land of adop-
tion. The majority of these settlers were of Hindun
faith. Ve know, however, they brought with them their
culture, their customs and their traditionél wnich they
guarded very jealously. They preserved these and lived
accordingly. They planted the seeis of Hinduism where-

ever they settled.

That the Indians first came to Natal as a result of
persistent demands for cheap anl reliable labour by a
group of HEuropeans who had preceded them by less than
Torty years. While the recruitment was initially, for
the sugar plantation, it was seen to be sufficiently
profitable to be extenleil to railways, dockyards, coal
mines, wattle plantations, municipal services and domes-

tic emnloyment.

The Cape Times wrote, "Natal presents the curious
spectacle of a country entertaining a supreme contempt
for the very class of people she can least do V-,-'i‘chom':.“I
It was thz virtues of the Inlians that mide them formid-

able competitors. As Lionel Curtis told Gandhi many

/ years

I. B.R. Nanda, Hahatma Gandhi, p. 50




years later, it was the virtues, rather than the vices
of the Indians, which had aroused the jealousy of the

auropean and exposed them to political persecution.“2

For many people the fascination of history lies in the
pursuit of the ultimate mystery of personality. It
is the object of this project to trace the circumstances

surrounding the arrival of an indeniured Indian.

2. B.R. Nania, Mahatma Gandhi, p. 50




B. PLACE OF ORIGIN

Mr. Prag Sheonath was born in the district of Bastii..
He and his wife, Mrs. Panbati Prag, worked at the
rice fieldss in the village of Mohanwa. A%t the time,,
the village life was harsh and hard, the country was
underdeveloped, stricke n periodically by famine and
ravege 4 by disease. The impact of industrial tech-
nology was severe, but the effects were aggravated
by the British Rule., The Indian traditional system
was interupted by the impositien of Englands' landed
system and the English criminal code with its empha-
sis on protection of private property. India was
flooded with English manufacturers. Home industry
had decayed& with the importation of British goods
and cloth. The: result was unemployme nt and poverty.
In most places, the land was owned by a few wealthy

land owners, wno exploited their tenants..

C.. SOCIO-ECONOMIC_ BACKGROUND

Mr. Prag, accompanied by his wife, did not emigrate
to South Africa to escape any spe cifie brand of per-
secution, political or religious, nor did they come
in organised groups interested in creating any new
society. They came with kinsmen and friends. They
were driven to leave India by a variety of reasons-
poverty, ambition, domestic tensions, restlessness

of spirit and the urge to escape a misfortune. These
members hoped to return to India someday after acqui-
ring some wealth.
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These unemployed artisans and craftsnen, landless
labourers and peasants were driven off the land. This
formed the core of of these people who went out of India
as migrant labourers. However, this new migrant

system was not a spontaneous movement and, more import-
ant, this system was not designed for the people who

were landless and unemployed.

Calcutta and Madras became the 'Coolie Catchment' centres
for the world's trade in indentured labour. Rosy pros-
pects of work in Natal were painted for these peasants.
Promise of wealth was the most obvious inducement to
Indians, Mr Prag and his companions were told by soms
recruiters of a country where, 'chilli trees bore gzold';
'money was easy'; 'food was plenty', 'gold wzs plucked
up in the street' and 'fruit hung uneaten from the trees',
One 0l1ld man was told that he would 'see the land of
Devas (God)'. Free passage, board and lodging, a wage
of ten shillings a month, and the right to a free re-
turn passzage to India after five years indenture or
alternatively the option to settle in the land of their

adoption.

One of the most important traditional social characteris-
tic of India is the caste system., It is the essential

/ part



part of the background of Indian immigration to
South Africa. WMr Prag belonged to the 'Ahir' caste,
wnese dealings were with cows and the distribution of
milk. The Caste System is no form of 'apartheid' but
a group of people who have one thing in common - they
all practise the same skill. The Caste received its
name from the trade of its members. This system was
brought about as a partial solution to the economic
problems in India. It ensured an aiequate supply of
skilled people at all times in that the skill and know-
ledge of the father was taught to the son. With the
absence of guilds (like those in England), the rigidity
of it prevented others from learning a trade to which
they 3id not belong. The caste has religious beliefs ex-
pressed through the dogmas of karma (moral causation)

and dharma (righteous conduct).

ARRIVAL OF INDIANS IN SOUTH AFRICA

It was due to the mixture of the above mentioned facts
that “these humble people, who braved the arduous jour-
ney acrogs the Indian Ocean to the Garden Province of
today's Republic of South Africa, and who by sweat and
toil, made sacrifices for their children's future,
could cast their gaze upon this land, they would indeed
03

have cause for great Jjoy and pride of achievement.
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All this finds effortless and truimphant expression in

this study.

Lord Iiilner wrote, "the Asiatics are strangers forcing
themselves upon a commnunity reluctant to receive 't:hem.“4
In fact, the Indian immigration to South Africa started

at the instance of the Europeans Settlers who were in
possession of vast virgin lands ideal for agriculture,

but lacked the manpower. Natal is one of the favoured
regions of South Africa. We must agree with 3ir W.¥. Hun-
ter's phrase that this system was a condition of semi

slavery.

LIFE OF MR PRAG SHEONATH IN S0UTH AFRICA

Mr Prag Sheonath, at the age of 25, arrived at the Port

of Durban on the I6 Januwary 1504, aboard the 3.3. Pongola.
He was accompanied by his wife, Mrs Parbati Prag. The
vast majority were between the ages 25 - 30 years. I+t

is easy to understand:%his should be so: The work re-
quired from them was strenuous and the recruiters sought
people who were young and physically fit. They were ex-
pected to be energetic and, perhaps, they were the most

adventurous.

/ Before
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Before being allowed to embark, WMr Prag was medically
examined. A detailed report was submittei on him. All
other ﬁembers of the ship who were unfit, were rejected
back te India. Mr Prag had to underge a medical ex-—
amination on board and on landing. The reports contain-
ed stereotyped statements ass "the men, with a few ex-

ceptions, should prove a servicable lot of labourers."

JPIRST PLACE OF SETTLEMENT AND OCCUPATION

The indentured Indians in the ship were of different
religions, localities and cultures. Most of them were
complete strangers to each ether, These labourers were
then bought off by different farmers. The labourers
were not free to choose their empleyers or type of work.
Hr Prag and his wife were transported to New Hanever,
where they worked on the wattle plantations on the
Comins Parm. The wattle plantation, although only em-
ploying 606 indentured Indians inI909, did depend on
indenture to a large degree. These people were used
along with the Africans for stripping off the bark and
bundling it for transpvort to the drying sheds. During
that period both the black and silver wattle were grown
indiscriminately, but it was found that the black wattle

was superior. While men were busy stripping off the bark,
/ the



the women collected the dry seeds and planted them.

These labourers on the plantation worked from sunrise to
sunset, They returned to their environment much too
exhausted. They prepared the meals from their daily
rations, Bach member was confined within one mile of
the boundary of the estate. Each labourer had to have

a written leave, otherwise he could he could be arrested
with costs deductable from his wages. Any labourer

Trom the estate could be considered a deserter. The
common problems were: assault on the labourer, in-
sistence on work despite illness, poor rations and ex-
tra hours without pay. These were the hardships,
cruelty and degradation of the system.

Stories told by Mr Mayaram, son of Mr Prag, are of people
exposed to tensions, the urge to escape and a desire for

adventure.

Amyth developed that these labourers represented the
lowest rung of the ladder in the caste - ridden society
from which they came and could be exploited with contempt
and indifference for the benefit of Natal. PTalmer states,
"30 greedy for cheap labour where the planters, that

they and the government and the press were all blind to

the inevitable results of the immigration policy."5

=

5. B. Pachai, South African Indians: The BEvolution of

a Minority, p. 40
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RESIDENTIAT AREA

Mr Prag and his family lived in houses built of wattle
and daub. The hut was thatched with hay, a pillar in-

side supported the roof. There was Jjust one low entrance

through which one passed by bending oneself. This was
the only aperture for the passage of air. They plastered
the walls and floor with animal and earth dung. The
furniture in the house is in keeping with the simplicity
of the place. There was a small plot of land given to
them, on which they grew vegetables. This was advantaz-
eous to this family as this supplemented the family in-

come,

BDUCATION

This particular family had always been a separate ele-
ment in South African life. They remained apart racially.
There were no intermarriages in the family, thus keep-
ing the blood pure. The preservation of the Indian lang-
age was almost entirely due to the persistence of the
Coolies in speaking their mother tongue among themselves.
This was also assisted by the lack of education for

hildrens they d4id not learn an alien language in schools,

(¢)

no schools were provided for them. 1In this casze, it was

a survival of Hindig or 'plantation Hindustain'.



1. TRADITION

The practice of tradition was evident during the festive
seasons. Here they created colour and noise of their
native anrd land. We may iﬁagine a happy and excited
scene with the roads lined with Indian immigrants.

They were allowed to commemorate their ancient tradition

even amidst the harsh conditions of the plantztion life.

. RELIGION

Mr Prag was of Hindu faith. Hinduism has perpetuated
itself through a social system. We have here a religion
that has staked its existence on the permanence of a
social system. The security of the system is threaten-
ed now on many sides. Hinduism involves the worship of
a cow, a conception which is alien to the Europeans.
These people fought with the government for the recogni-
tion Indian priests as marriage officers. Several
traditionalists including Mr Prag formed the 'Hindu QOrg-
anisation' to be kmnown as the Shri Vishnu Temple.

Times were difficult and owing to their poor financial
resources, members experienced great difficulty in con-
tributing towards the payment of the land for the Temple.
With determination and faith in God they worked towards
the rezlisation of their objective and their efforts

bore fruit when the land was firnally freed and fully paid.
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In keeping with their customs and traditions, mem-
bers felt the need for a place of worship. There was
a burning desire to erect a temple on the land that
was purchased for this purvose., The final product re-
flects the dexterity and éraftsmanship of a master

builder.

[, HELATIONSHIP WITH THE WHITLS

Mr Prag's relationship with his employer was alnost
distant. The whites were certainly absolute and their
ideas were not to be challenged. The relationship bet-
ween manager and labourer was not interfered with by the
administration unless a really scandulous situation
emerged., Mr Prag had never pzarticipated in any one of
the major strikes. It is easy to analyse this statement:
they remained apart racially. Further, there was no way
in which they could leave the farm and contact anyone.
So they were cut off from the main stream of politics.
Whites resisted the introduction of any other group of
settlers who might compete with them and possibly re-

vlace them as a class.
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THE PRAG FAUIILY

Mr Prag had six children. The first and succeding

generation of the Indian born to immigrant parents main-
tained their identities teo, less strongly as Indians
with direct contacts with their ancestoral homeland.
Their ties with the adopted country became firmer.

The Prag family settled in New Hanover and remained there
for many years after, With the death of Mr Prag, his

fa mily continued to maintain their faiths, princinples

anl practices to perpetuate their identity.

_CONCLUSION

The humble origins of the Indians should be remembered,
Its significance is ofven overlooked by critics whose
tnowledge is confined to the wealthy and well educateds
and who have no experience of the lower strata of India
where the untouchables sni ignorant lived, from which
the bulk of Indians arrived. With the legal termination
of slavery, there came no end to boniage upon the planta-
tion., With the formal ftermination of indenture, there
came no end to the unequal situation of the Indians.
They arrived as Coolies, and in many people's eyes they
are still Coolies. Tor slavery is both a system and an
attitude of mind. Both the system and the attitude are

w ith us still.
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