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INTRODUCTION

The base of the Hatal Indian population was built on the flow of
indentured labour which began in 1860. Between 1860 and 1911, when
the importation of Indian labourers from India ceased at the request
of the Union Government, about 154 .. 184 ocame to Natal from Madras
and Caloutta.

Indian labourers were brought to Natal because of the scarcity
of labour. Slavery had been abolished and the Zulu relatively secure
in their tribal economy, refused to market their labour.

"In the early years of indenture the sugar planters of the
coastal bhelt, were by far the largest importers of Indian labour.
Later, in the nineteenth ocentury, however, the new coal mines in
Northern Natal also came into the market for such labour."1

A rosy picture was painted of the conditions for potential
immigrants. A4 free trip from Madras or Calcutta on one of the finest
ghips, well fed and properly lodged, until the ship set sail, and
should the person be ill, he would have the greatest care. The cli-
mate of Natal was described as remarkably healthy, with an abundance
of fruit and vegetable and good water, and if immigrants became ill
medical attention, medicine and nourishment would be provided free of
charge.

CONDITIONS IN INDIA

My subject is Vulasi Venkat Reddi, my mother's grandfather who
came from the wvillage of Beginapoli in the distriect of Guutur in B
Burma. ’

He had worked in the paddy fields for his uncle. The rice seeds
were planted just before the monsocn. Once the shoots were one or

two feet (30 - 61 cm) tall, they were transplanted to water logged

1. Report of Protector of Immigrants, 1906, p. 34.



fields. To keep the plants underwater, they were surrounded by mmd
walls. The rice was harvested after six months.

Over 70% Indians depended on the land for their livelyhood.

Many of them only ezt what the land produced and were ruled Ly the
monsoon. If the monsoon was good, they had enough to eat, it it
failed they had to live on inadeguate governmment aid.

My &reat grandfather's departure firuvm India was prompted by the
failure of the monsoon, which occasionally led to famine and starva-
tion.

"Immigration relied mainly upon 'push' factors rather than 'pull!
factors. The need for people to obtain relief from a situation that
was no longer tolerable."® The emmigrants mainly came from the most
surrounded districts of India where crcp failure could plunge sections
of the village community into real starvaetion.

JOURNEY FROM INDIA

Before his departure_from India, my great—-grandfather married
24 year old Mada Papakka. She was of the Balya caste and came from
the village of Nellore. \

Together they boarded the "S.5. Umkugzi 17" which left the port
on the 1 November 1904. They arrived at the port in Durban on the
24 November 1904. There was a total of 606 people who boarded the

ship. Passengers ahoard the ship conszisted of:

Men 378
Homen 138
Boys 34
Girls 23
Infant Boys 13
Infant Girls _20
TOTAL 'égg

Conditionz on the S.S. Umkuzi 17 were good. There were no instances

of mishaps, epidemics, infections and no reports of death.

2« He Tinker: A New System of Slavery, p. 54.




OCCUPATION QN ARHIVAL

"On arrival indentured labourers were assigned to employers under
the Natal law, that is they 'voluntarily' signed a contract binding them
to serve the party to five years."3

"Coal was originally discovered in Watal in the 1840's. The Natal
coal fields are not very extensive, the reserve being estimated at less
than 4 % of the Union total. In the initial stzge of large scale coal
mining most of the Indian labour was brouvght direqtly from India, al-
though a lot more were recruited from local free market. From 190l coal
constituted the second largest export from Natal and from 1906, the
1argest.“4 Corl was also an important energy source for the develop-
ment of Colonilal economy itself and as such was vital to the establish-

ment of an infrastructure and industrial growth.

I1lustration 1t Screening was mostly done by women.

3+ L. Michael: A History of India, p. 107.
4. C.¢. Ballard: "Vital Economic Statistics of the Colony of Natal™,

Unpublished Report, University of Natal, 1081,



After blagting coal was munually loaded into tubs which were mechanically

haunled on to a platform te a "jigging" screen.

Illustration 2: Mechanical Drilling.

When my great-grandfathers contract expired in 1911, he then worked
at Harringspruit as & general surface miner. This collery was run by
the Watal Havigation Company. -

Due to his suffering from psinisis he was compelled to work on a
surface mine rather than on an underground mine. A year late? this mine
wag closed down.

By great-grandfather was sent to Paulpietersburg by the sanme company.
He worked here +ill 1921. He had to retire because his illness was
worsening. Thereafter, my great—gfandfathnr worked as & gardener for

the Zungweni mine manager. lihen the mines closed down in 1929, he retired.



My great—grandfather was appointed to the Crown Collieries in
Natal whioh was a coal field. The ocollieries were in the Newcastle
region. My great-grandfather wés employed in as an underground
worker. He was required to cut coal manually.. My grandmother qorked
in the soreening plant. Her job enta ls separating the coal from the
stone in the conveyor belt.

My great-grandfather worked at the collery for a year and he was
forced to leave when the mine flooded due to heavy rains. My &reat-

grandfathers earnings per month weres

Maximum wage for adult male - 14 shillings
Minimum wage - 10 shillings
Average wage - 12 shillings

While my great—grandmothers earning per month was:

Maximum wage for women - T shillings
Minimum wage - 5 shillings
Average wage - 6 shillings

SUBSEQUENT PLACES OF OCCUPATION

My great-grandfather was transferréd to the Cambrain mines, near
Danhouser. He occupied the position of rail boy,;underground miner
and timber man. As a rail boy he had to build rails for COCO-pans.

As a2 timber man he cut timber to support the roof of the mine.

In 1908 their first son was born, Pitcha Reddy. A year later they
had their second ochild which was a daughter.

In 1909 my great-grandfathsr's indenture expired. But he re-
indentured for a further two years to avoid payment for the £3 tax.
Acoording to Aot 17 of 1895, after expiry of indenture (5 years)
Indians were either forced to reindenture or return to India. If they
remained in the oolony fhey were bound to a £3 tax.

"By 1909, 13 of 26 productive collieries used mechanized coal
cutters (Cambrain mines being one of them) and coal undercut represen—

ted /71,97 % of total ou'tput."'5

5. Netal Industries Coal Commission, p. 207.



Although my great—-grandfather retired from the mines, his sons
continued in the mines. Their earnings supvlemented the home inoome.
Their work entailed greasing coco—pans, repairing boilers and under-
ground pumpfitters.

nfrom 1904 the conditions on the coal mines were improviﬁg and
increasing the accomodation for Indians, and setting up improved bar-
racks on the new site with the view of trying to stamp out phtisis."6

In addition to free lodgings, my great—grandparents received

rations. The new scale of rations for 1908 was:

6 1bs rice and 7 1bs meal - per month
or 11 lbs rice - per month
4 1lbs dholl - per month
1l 1bs ghee - per month
1% lbs salt - per month

Rice constituted an important article of diet for them. While
bread was consumed occasionally. The principle source of vegetable
protien was dhall. A variety of other vegetables were acquired from
home growing. Meat was only bhought at the weekends. Poultry was
consumed when the family could afford it.

CASTE

Caste has been described as "the foundation of the Indian social
fabric" so far as the Hindu society is concerned. FEvery Hindu necea-
sarily belongs to the caste of his parents, and in that caste he in-
evitably remains. No accumulation of wealth and no exercise of talent
can alter his caste status.

My great-grandfather helonged to the "Reddi® caste. The Kapu to-
gether with the "Reddi" are one caste. Iutton writes "the Telegu caste
of Kapu which wag the familiar title ™Reddi”™ is probably the most
numerous single caste in the south of India. It numbers two or three

million, mostly cultivators, farmers and landowners. Socially they take

6. Report of Protector of Indian Immigration, 1904, p. 28.



/ T
a place next to Brahmans in many districts and claim citizen from
Northern India and kinship with the Rantha clan of Rajput."7 In the
South African context, decendants of the caste sometimes spell their
names as "Reddy".
SOCIAL LIFE

There was very little social activity because the men usuzlly
worked long hours. When they returned from work they were exhausted
However, my great-grandfather used to organize rooster fights.
People from barracks were drawn to it, to bid their stakes. But gamb-
ling proved improfitable and he had to abandon it. "Gambling helped
to make the reality more acceptable by holding out the possibility of
an objective improvement in conditiOns."8

POLITICAL ACTIVITIES

My sreat-—grandfather ftook part in the 1913 strike. The £3 tax
prevented workers from being free and forced them to reindenture.
"Gandhi explained the strike as a result of the governments failure
40 redeem the promise to Gokhali, to repeal the £3 tax, and stated that
the strikers would be immediately advised to work, regardless of any
other grievances, as soon as the government gave assurance that they
would carry out their promise."9

The coal owners set an ultimatum that provided that the strikers
return to work or they would be removed from the compounds or sent to
jail.

On 29 October, the day the coal miners attempted to issue their

ultimatum, Gandhi led some 4 000 strikers out of Newcastle towards

Charlestown (the Transvaal border) in an attempt to "move the conscience

of the government and alsc the inhabitants of the Union."

7. Hutton: Caste in India, p. 1ll.
8. Report of the Frotector of Indian Immigrants - 1904, p. 29.
9. Rand Daily Mail, 1913.




The strike was finally storpped at Balfast on 11 November and
workers were returned to their place of work, at the same time their
leaders were arrested.

The 1913 strike or the Natal sirike, which resulted from the
abolution of the £3 tax in the passive resistance platform, entered
into success after its spontaneous spread to the coastal sugar planta-
tions.

My great—grandfather died in 1938 and he was survived by fifteen
children.

CONCLUSION

Most of the South African Indians owe their origin to the inden-
tured labourers. South Africa from the 1860's provided them with
little relief from the impoverished conditions in India. They were
faced with harsh living and working conditions. But, with the aboligh-
ment of the indenture system in 1914 provided them with a field of

opportunities to improve their conditions.



PROBLEMS FACED WITH THE PRCJECT

There was no other peréon.to varify the information provided
by my grandfather, Mr P. Reddy because he is the only surviving
child. However the information that was provided by my grand-
father was validated by the doscuments.

Secondly, I was unable to locate the village or district from

which he came on -a map.
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DEPARTMENT OF IND1AN AFFAIRS

COPY OF SHIP'S LIST OF INDIAN IMMIGRANT

Serial Number : ZToé

Colonial Number . [OFR06E

Date of Arrival : 9*’4//<L}0$<

Name of Ship : M ,.—- <'“ (//c{xc/zz

Place of Registration 7 —

Date of Registration

Number in Register

" Name : Mﬂz‘{s/ f/gxw:«{r' Lrpoy
Father's Name : Mﬂrc’ﬁ/ féob/
Age : _Z o VEARS
Sex : /ﬁé425 i
Caste 2 Kepoy
District GUUTUA’
Thanna/Talugq MQ/VDUKU&'/
Village Bee/ WA PACLy
Height ‘ : S o7
Bodily Marks 1 Sed R _oN REET <npr 0F BA4ck
Name of Next-of-Kin el 1V Frums %E0g,
Relations Accompanied
Small Pox/Vaccinated : \{;;:c/ﬂﬁﬂgﬁfz)
Remarks : : N
Certified a true copy. )
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