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THE LATE REV. JOHN RANGIAH (1844 - 1915): His early missionary
work amongst the Indentured Indian Telegu Christians in Natal.

Late REV. JOHN RANGJAH (1866-1915)

Pioneer Missionary of Indian Baptist Work in South Africa

(1903-1915)
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PREFACE

There are many pros and cons to be evaluated when attempting an
assignment of this nature.Although I found great difficulty in
obtaining relevant documents to substantiate and verify my story,

I found this type of work to be quite stimulating and interesting.
The late Rev. John Rangiah came to Natal as a "free” Indian in 1903
and as result of this I could not trace a single document. My visit
to the Stanger Street Immigration Office and the Trust Bank Centre
proved futile because the Late Missionary did not have an indentured
number. The immediate family as well do not have any relevant
documents. I have been fortunate in getting verbal explanations and
was able to retrieve written material quite easily because the late
Rev. J. Rangiah was a prominent personality in the Natal Indian
Baptist Mission and during the early 1900's he was a household name
amongst the Telegu community in Kearsney. One very interesting bit
of evidence that I came across was that the late Rev. John Rangiah
laboured amongst a small group of Telegu Christians who over the
years have intermarried and actually formed the present day
congregation of the Indian Telegu Baptist Church. This Baptist
Association not only became a religious institution but also a
family institution.



Introduction

During 1900 - 1901 several
thousands of Indians left
India to work in Natal as
Indentured Labourers. Among
these were 150 Telegu Baptists
who came from Vinukonda,
Markapuram and Cumbum. Many

of the Christians who came

to Natal were sent to Kearsney
and were employed on the Sir
J.L, Hulett tea plantations.
Sir Liege Hulett and Lady
Hulett saw to the physical
needs as well as the religous
needs of the Indian labourers.
They got help from the Wesleyan
ministers but this did not

ea picking at Kearsney.

help because of denominational
and language problems. The Indians from Kearsney sent letters to the Telegu
Baptist Home Mission Society requesting for a Missionary to be sent to
Natal.This letter reached India and Rev. John Rangiah was chosen to make
the sacrifice to come to Natal. Before Rev. J. Rangiah was ordained
minister, he was the headmaster of the Nellore Boys School from 1897 %o
1900.and of the Nellore Girls School from 1901 to 1903.

Background

In the 1830's American missionaries realized there was a need for missionar
work in the Orient, Between 1836 -~ 1840 the American Baptist Missionary
Society undertook to send a missionary to India to spread the Christian
Gospel. Relevant to my discussion is the establishment of the Indian
Baptist Mission Church in Nellore on 12 October 1844. The year 1853 marked
the beginning of earnest missionary work in and around Nellore.

It was also in 1853 that a young man accepted the Christian faith. He was
born in Nellore and belonged to an orthodox priestly family and served his
gods with zest and ceremony in a Hindu temple. The family was deeply
religious. This man was called T. Rangiah. He was allowed by his father to
attend g mission school in Nellore with other children and to learn the
Telegu alphabet.



-7 -
Whenever he had time to spare he would go to the Missionary bungalow. Later
he was offered a job at the Mission School to teach the very little children
for 1 rupee a month. His father consented to him taking the job, llttle

realizing rthat a change was taking place in his son's mind. [

T, Rangiah learned rapidly and accepted the Christian faith
in 1853 and was baptised. When his family learnt of his
conversion he was thrown out of the home and was forced to
severe all family connections. He later married a girl named

Maha Lukshmee from the boarding school. He had four sons who
also dedicated their lives to missionary work. His sons were

Rev. Daniel Rangiah, Rev. Samson Rangiah, Rev. John Rangish

and Rev. Benjamin Rangiah. It was his third son who laid the

foundation for the Baptist Missionary work amongst the Indians in Natal.

Rev. T. Rangiah was the pastor of the Madras Baptist Church till 1905. He

died at the age of 83. Prom the above discussion it is evident that the late
“Rev. John Rangiah followed the footsteps of his father.

Late Rev. T. Rangiah

Preparations for Departure

Between May and June 1903 Rev. John Rangish made the necessary arrangements
for his departure tc Natal. During this period he visited wvarious churches
and villages to bid farewell to thew. He had no idea that his wife was going
t0 be an obstacle. She had no intention of leaving the land of her birth,

her friends and relatives and go to a strange country. She inguired, "Was
there any need to go across the seas?" 1

Rev. J. Rangiah did not argue or insist that she come.Instead he merely
prayed and asked God to give her a change of heart. Within six weeks Mrs.
Rangiah informed her husband that she was ready to leave gnd that they
should delay no mére.

;Rev. J. Rangiah at first intended to leave from Madras or Colombo. According
to Rev. J. Rangiah the ship on which he ‘planned to make the voyage from
Madras was caught in a storm and wrecked off the coast of Colombo.

Departure form India

Eventually the Missionary and his wife Kankammah and their two children,
Manoharam and Preemaleelah, left Nellore on 9 May 1903 to Bombay.

On 13 May 1903 they set sail from Bombay on board the 'Safari'. It was not
all smooth sailing fér the Rangiah family because they were not accustomed
t0 sea - travel and became sick. The kindness shown and assistance given by
the captain of the ship made the rest of their journey a pleasant one.

Arrival in Natal. ,
A%t about 6 p.m. , 12 June 1903, the 'Safari! sailed into the port of Durban.
They disembarked the following morning. On Saturday, 13 June 1903, Rev.

L. D N. Nathamel - Founders Day Golden ’7hbdeefNumLer) in Miba Akwug)

YN/ e
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J. Rangiah and his family set foot on Natal soil. He was met by Mr. Nelson,
a member of the South African General Mission. (S.A.G.M.) |

The very next day Rev, J. Rangiah set out to visit places like the A.B.C.
Barracks, Duffs Road Barracks and Phoenix. When Mrs. Rangiah saw the hills,
open fields, trees and grass, birds and flowers in Phoenix _~

she exclaimed, "Indeed this is a very good country!l" 2

His FPirst Place of Settlement

The Missionary was given temporary work by the S.A.G.M.
at Phoenix.He was alsc given .accommodation there.

His Missienary Work
The most touching experience of Rev. J. Rangiah had a
month after his arrival was with a condemned man in the

*

Late Mrs. K. Rangiap
“irst Missionary-Lady of N.I.B.A

Durban goal. A white missionary introduced him to Subbadoo, a Telegu -
.speaking man, who was awaiting execution for murdering another Indian with
an axe. Subbadoo was a non - Christian and Rev. J. Rangiah was determined
to save the man's soul as well as save him from execution.Execution was set
for the 31 July 1903. Rev. J. Rangiah visited the prisoner daily and even
wrote to the Governor pleading for clemency. The Governor replied to Rev.
J. Rangiah stating that he is unable to help and that justice must take its
course.

Rev. J. Rangiah had the privilege and honour of baptising Subbadoo on the
30 dJuly 1903. This touching scene took place in the goal and even more
surprising was that the prisoner's bath - tub served as a ‘'baptismal pool'.
Subbadoo then accepted his death willingly after he accepted Christianity.
Subbadoo was Rev. J. Rangiah's first convert.

-His Visit to Kearsney

On Saturdsy, 19 September 1903, Rev. J. Rangiah made his way to Kearsney and
was overjoyed to find Telegu Christians there., He had the honour of meeting
the owner of the Kearsney Tea Estates, Sir James Liege Hulett. Sir Hulett
ook an instant liking to the Missionary and invited him to come and live

in Kearsney and was even promised a house.

On 5 October 1903 Rev. J. Rangiah, his wife and three children left Phoenix
and went to Kearsney. Sir Hulett allowed the Rangiah family to occupy a
large house in Sprowston, not very far from the Hulett Tea Factory.

2. D. M. Nathanel : Founders Day Golden TJubilee Numlaer) in
Nlb/,? NEeEW S 5 '\/) P if




L First School, Gospel Hill

. ) s
The serenity of the place , the fresh air, the trees, gardens and flowers,
and orchards fascinated the Missionary so much and the fact that this place
was given to him as a " gift' from God he called it 'Gospel Hill' 3
Even to this day it is still called by that name.

Sir Hulett made it his duty to
provide the Missionary with
rations and provisions and even
promised him a salary of £20 per
annum, It was the love and
kindnessoof Sir and Lady Hualett
that enabled Rev. J. Rangiah to
carry on with his missionary
work. This led to the creation of
of the Natal Indian Baptist
Church.

Late Lady Huilett

Late Hon. Sir James Liege Hulett

-

The Missionary's Social Activities

In addition to the spiritual needs of his people, the Missionary was
confronted by another problem and that was the educational needs. He was
concerned about the growing illiteracy among the Indian children.

So he set himself the task of organising a school in
Kearsney. On Monday, 10 October 1904, the first
Indian Baptist School was started with a roll of

4 pupils, one of them being the son of Rev. J.
Rangiah. Mrs. K. Rangiah was their first teacher.
By the end of the year the roll gradually increased
to 12.

It became difficult to accommodate the pupils at the

'Gospel Hill' school and the Missionary had to turnte
Sir Hulett for help. The Hulett laundry was used as the first Indian School

in Kearsney in 1904.

Later he realized that there was
a need for an evening school.
There were no funds for a good
building so he decided to build
one with a thatched roof. Work
on this building started at 6 p.mJf8
and continued lste into the night f

wntil it was completed.

3 =" 4 . , —777 - i
J_‘EL)N N,q {:L; ani'el: Founvders -Day 60/0'6") I
i lee Number) im Niba A ews
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Problems which hindered his Mission Work

The Hissionary was faced with a problem in 1906. This time it was the
African uprising. This hindered his work to a great extent. The Zulu impis
created much unrest and the Indian labourers at Kearsney had to seek
shelter in the Tea Factory during the night. The Missionary and his wife
spent many nights hiding in the nearby bushes at Gospel Hill. They were
afraid of being attacked and killed by the Zulu warriors. Rev J. Rangiah
also hid his books and religious literature in a dug - out in his garden
because the Zulus burnt and plundered people's houses.

He also encountered problems from those within the. church. Missionaries
who initially agreed to work on a non - remunerative basis expressed
discontent about salaries.

His Visit Abroad

At the beginning of 1910 Rev.
J.Rangiah went to Britain to
attend the World Missionary
Conference at Edinburgh. After
spending five months overseas
he returned to Durban on

31 July 1910.

His Children
During his stay in Natal Rev. Rev. J. Rangiah with friends at Missionary Conference, Edinburgh.

J.Ranghah had another two sons

and five daughters. They were Mahaimasthothram Rangiah , born 1903
(deceased) ; Rakshanaleela, born 10.06.1905 ( deceased); Rajaleela, born
29.01.1907 (deceased); Tupili Rajaharam, born 07.11.1909; Ramyaleela,
born 1911 (deceased); Jayaleela, born 07.12.1913 ; Mahimaleela,born 1915
(deceased). The youngest daughter died at infancy three months after her
father's death. (

The Fnd of the Missionary's Journey

After successfully establishing the Telegu Indian Baptist Church in
Kearsney, the Missionary took seriously ill on 16 December 1915. On the

20 December 1915 he was taken to the Addington Hospital and on the 23
December he died and was buried on Christmas Day in the Kearsney cemetry.
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Conclusion

The late Rev. John Rangiah was the pioneer of the Indian Baptist Movement
in South Africa. The period 1903 - 1915 is significant because the Telegu
Baptist Church started as a humble beginning at Gospel Hill and today has
a large following with a number of branch churches, The history of the
Telegu Indian Baptist Church of South Africa can thus be traced to the
industrious and enduring work done by the founder and pioneer, the late
Rev, John Rangiah. His iuntiring field work, determination, humility,
boundless love and compassion for his fellow men made him one of the most
prominent missionaries in the early 1900's.,

The late Rev. J.Rangiah made copious notes of his life as a missionary.
His diary contained details of his day to day life. His recordings were in
Telegu and much effort was made by the later Telegu Baptist missionaries
to decipher the scrawls and scribbles in order to present to the Baptist
followsrs an English version of the history of the Telegu Baptist Church
and about the life of the Missionary.
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APPENDIX

The Work of the Telugu Baptist Home Missionary Society
in South Africa, 1903—190.

BY REVY. JOHN RUNGIAH,

First Missionary to the Telugus in Natal, South Africa.

OriciN or THE MissioN,

;‘:%}N the Madras Presidency there are over 65,000 Telugu Baptist

Christians, (Telugu is one of the chicf langnages of South
%3 India). These Christiaus owe their conversion to the work
of the American and Canadian missions. Many churches bhave been
formed, primary and advanced schools established, and also a college
and two theological seminaries. And now these Telugu Christians, out
of gratitude for the gospel sent to them, ave seeking to follow their
fellow.countrymen, with the blessiogs of religion, into those paris of the
world to wkich they have emigrated. Many hundreds of Telugus have
come to Natal as indentured immigrants.

In the year 1897, the Americas Baptisi Telugu chuvches in South
India formed among themselves a missionary society called the “ Telugu
Baptist Home Missionary Soeiety,” to send evangelists of their own
to some of the very degraded and destitute of the aborigiral tribes in
that part of the country. And in the year 1902; these churches,
altho most of their members are extremely poor, earning only a few
veace a day, decided in real faith and by ready saciifice to send a

st
-

missionary of their own to Natal.

Vovige Axp Eanrny EXPERIENCES.

I, with my- wife and two little childven, left Nellove on the Oth of
May, 1903, and on the 11th took passage at Bombay hy the steamer
“ Sa,fari.” After just a moutl, 7.e., on the 11th of June, we arrived at
Port Natal and found shelter ab the mission house of the S.A.G.M,,
and a friend in the late Superintendent, Mr. W. Spencer Walton.
Temporary work was found at Phwnix. My earliest experience was
with a condemned man at the gaclin Durban. After preaching to
him the gospel of our blessed Lord and Savior for fully a month, he at
lasb gave a most astoaisbing testimony of his repentance and faith

Extracts taken from the late Rev. John Rangiah's diary.
The original diary was written in Telegu and later
translated into English,
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2

before the officers, aud in Christian trust gave up his life peacefully.
His last words wers, “I goto the refuge at the feet of the Savior,
Jesus Christ.” While at Pheenix I at onee hegan to make wissionary
tours, and to search out the Telugu Baptist Christians.

Reyovar 10 KEsnsxEY,

Finding little communitizs of Telugu Christians at many points,
up to Stanger and bevond, I atonce, through encouraging indications
of providence, dezid:3 to remove to Kearsney, which is now the head-
guarters of our werk in Natal. We seitled there on the 9th of October,
1903.

GrRrAT ENCOURAGEMENT AxD Hrnr.

Since our sexzlemment here much kindness has becu shown by the
managers of various estates, but to the Mon. Sir J. Liege Hulett and
Lady Hulett, the Telzgu Baptist Mission of Natal, and my family and I
are most deeply indebied. T iz liberal minded and benevolent gentle-
mwan takes o genuine and enthusiastic intcrest in enterprizes portaining
to the Rivgdom of Chriss. Regardiess of denominational dif hv-nces
he, with de" Hulet: and ful.]ll" gava e a hearty weleome, and took
the mission and rmvs:lf int : thy and Christian cave.
He provided a hoass ¢! worship and : d\‘ ling-house for us, and
allowed me to draw rations and medicinss, and ip every way encoun-
aged the establishuoant of a Telugu ehurch among his employecs, a
hundred of whom ure Baptis: Christians.

Tae First Trrnuec Bartist CHURCH IN SOUTH AFRICA.
December 27:h, 1903, wzsa memorable day for us in Natal ; for on
that Christmas Sunday we formred the Crst Telugu Baptist chuvch in
this land.  Sisty-four members, including mysell and wife, constituted
the church. )

First Barrmisy axp ForyatioN or oT=er CuurcHEs, 1904—1905.

The first harves: we reapad was six new believers, who were hap-
tised in the river Umvoli on the 14th of February, 1904, We called the
river the Gundlacummia of Natal, with earnest hopes and prayers for
the further progress of the Kingdom. (The Gundlactuvmais a river in
the Telugn couniry, South India, where 2,222 persons were haptized
in one day.) Ever siace [ bezan my regular missionary tours, wherever
I have found groups of Chriszfans I have gathered them into churches,
and appointed eiders from among ihem, and have set before the
churches and elders the duty of spreading the gospel to the utmost of
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their ability. The Verulam Church was formed on 22nd May, 1904 ;
the Darnall Church on 12th June, 1904 ; the Durban Church on 30th
October, 1904 ; and the Stanger Chureh on 25th December, 1904.

Houses or WorsHIP.

For a long time we tried hard to get a suitable house at Stanger in
which to hold services. The Lioyd Leard our prayers, and through the
generosity of Col. Addison a nicely-built chapel has been provided for
our use. At Verulam aund Darnall the Christians have built large grass
houses as churches for theniseiVes. The Durban Church has not yet
got any proper place for worship. We are praying, and trying hard
to secure one a$ that most important town, where nearly 12,000 Indians
reside. The price of land tliere 1s exceedingly high.

Pastors. oF THE CHURCHES THUS FAR IISTABLISHED.

I was long praying the Lord of the harvest to send forih workers
for this field. Amongst our Christians there are some who were edu-
cated in India, and were teachers in the mission schools there. T was
earnestly reguesting them to take up the work of the ministry as soon
ss the time of their indentures should be over. I desired that at least
three of them should eunter upon this work. In respounse to my appeal
three did offer themselves for ‘the service of the gospel. I promised
pone of them any regular salary. Our chuvches are only newly form-
ed : we have no rich society to rest upon. Through simple faith in
the Louvd himself these brethren were led to work for their Master.
One of them has been sent to Durban as pastor of the church there:
one is at Darnall caring for the flock at that place : the third one is
staying with me at Xearsney, taking charge of the congregation here
in my absence, which occurs frequently.  We prayed for three preach-
ers and the Lord has provided us with two more, so that five are now
employed. One is at Stanger, and the other one is pastor of Verulam
Chuarch. W. G. Armstrong, Esq., of Verulam, and Col. Addison, of
Stanger, have both kindly spared these men for us, and the latter wholly
- supports the preacher at his place. ITixcept the preacher at Stanger,
the support of the other four preachers rests entirely on our churches.
Besides the rations and lodging the support of each preacher costs ab
least £1-10-0 a month. We ‘are trying hard to help ourselves, and
when we do our part we know the Lord will care for the rest.

Cuurca Sgervicgs aND OtHEr DMEETINGS.

Regular services on every: Sunday, and communion services once
in the month have been held during the past two years in all thesc

i

i

4
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churches ; and regular prayer-meetings bave been held on week days
st different bavracks. Trom Darpall in the north up to Durban
several of the barracks have been visited, and the gospel has been
preached at those places. The preaching is mostly done at
pight, when the indeatured labovers veturn from work. Once ina
quarter our Christians gathier at chief centres and hold religious
‘meetings. We call these gatherings festivals of the Natal Telugu
Christians. The Telugu mind in general is simple and inclined to
cheerfulness ; and the bard working laborers especially need joyous
diversion. So, our Christian festivals help us greatly in refreshing
both mind and spivit. The festivals are as follows :—1. Christinas ;
9. New Year Day; 3. Resurrcetion Festival ; 4. Gospel Festival, on
the Sunday nearest to June 11th, when the Telugu Christian mission-
ary, bringing the gospel, arvived; 5. Praise and Thanksgiving Festival,
oun the Sunday nearcst to October 9ih, when our missionary
finally set-_tlecl;at Hearsney, and the gospel began to be preached
and chwches to be formed. In all these feslivals we teach lessons
and stories from the Bible. The Sunday school pictures sent to us
from fricuds i America help us much in this work.,  Several hundred
copies of the Northm'n Messenger, scrt by a Cansdian lady, have been
distributed amongst many English-speaking friends.

f Work ayoxG rix WoMey axp CIULDREN.

We have two schools, just started, one at Keatsney, and the
other at Stagger. My wife, Mrs. K. Rungiuh, helps us in preaching
tie gospel to the women around us,  Her {requent visits to them have
made some q’f them friends to the gospel, and she has been succcssful
in her efferts; She also teaches the school for children at Kearsney.

Thirty_-of;xe have been added to our eburches by baptism since the
beginning of 1904.
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