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1. FRONTlSPlcCc 
==========:=-

•• "·'. •• ·"'·:ii . ' . • 

MEREBANK Indian Association 's office-bearers in 1930-3 1, w_er~.- back. - ;~w;,;.Mr> s. 'i.ugbe~r.)'.vlr. C 
S. Naicker. Mr. V. Narayansamy, treasurer. Mr. M. Nainsaingh, ~Mr. S.- :x;~J~Jadasen. '.Seco~~:l.'~rq.w, Mij 

Somanah_ Pillay, ,,ice-president. Mr. Seeboo R;;m, patror:i, Mr.~K. ·Maharaj,.:~ice-president.::;M,r~: Go, 

paulsingh. president. Mr. I. Secomar, secretary, Mr. S. ·.Devnunden,·.v_ipi:-p,resident,- iMt. V:"S:· PJllaY) 

patron. Front row, Mr. R. Ballussur. committee member, and Mr . .. N:··,c::~Chetty, assistant· secretary, 

~upplement to ---~---------
NATAL ,vic:{CURY, WEDi'li:::::,lJA Y, 7 SEPT 1977 
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•--000--P REF AC E---eoo-===========--= 

there is considerable literature on "Indians in South Africa." 

The conditions of service, the promises made but not kept, the 

ill - treatment, the injustices and finally the progress made is 

amply covered. 

i • could get_ very little material for my project from these sources • 

. . !'had to , find peopl~ who knew the Pundit, Babajee, Kalideen Maharaj, 

or Kalideen Awasthi as he was known to different people. .. . . . 

. . . 
• • i~~.... .... ; . .. .. :.. . .. • • • • • • • 

~:. -~~~ t i;_.~; f'!me c~nsidered rai{ q~e~ticns rude and disrespectful and it took a lot 

'· ~; 7~. - f~ convincing on _my_ part to show them that my motive was genui ne. 
~ . • 11 • .. . . 

« 

. ; f ·bave- tried to present as true a picture as is possible. It is 
. . ·. l? f: :. . - . . 

• • • • . • unfbrtunate that I could not make more use of photographs. Many are 

~\~~ ln frames but the one I ~ave selected shows him as I think he would 
it: ~ 

liked~ have been remembered• always one with the people for the good 

·-of the ~eople. 

~._Family Tree~•d•••Page 3. -----=---------------------
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4. REASONS FOR LEAVI~ INDIA 
-== ==========~====-=====---==--= 

That Indians left their native country to work on the sugar plantations 

is a well known fact. What still has to be told is that for many, the· 

voyage to Natal provided a release from social and economic factors which 

I shall discuss hereunder. 

The rigid caste system, especially in the villages made the lot of those 

low in caste and the untouchables, miserable. The high caste - the Brahmins 

also bad their problems. In the case of my great grandfather it was the 

Dowry System. In order to give his sister away in marriage he bad to 

provide a huge dowry. As he did not have the cash he had to borrow from the 

~ney lender •. It did not occur to him then that the rate of interest was so 

high that he would barely be able to meet the interest alone out of his 

~ earnings and that the Principal would remain. 

:~~n the money· lender's .demands for the interest and principal became more 

·-1ns1.P,~ent, 'l1!f great grandfather had to devise plans for an escape. Stories 

·about Natal were rampant. He made up his mind to leave India with his wife . 

H~ did not anticipate that whilst it was easy for most to emigrate, for him 

there were added difficulties. This time it was bis caste. Brahmins were not 

welcome as the recruiting officers feared they would not be capable of 

working on the fields. But they had reckoned without the cunning of my ---~· 
k~great grandfather. He .changed his name and pretended to be a Kshatriya. 

His place on board the" Pongola XXIII," was in this way secured. 



., 

5. nIE AWASTiiIS 
--------=-= 

The Awasthis were a sub caste of Brahmins wbe lived in the village of 

MAJHAUNI in BARABANKI in the greater district of LUCKNOW. 

My great grandfather was an only son. On the death of his father it 

became his duty to get his sister married. He himself had been married 

and one can imagine how difficult life must have been for him to provide 

_-for bis wife, pay off the debt which was raised to provide the dowry by 

working on the land. His father's brothers had similar problems and were J 

thus in no position to assist him. 

ARRIVAL IN NATAL 
=--= 

thus it came about that Kalideen Awasthi born in 1868, married Sukdei, 
. . 

daughter of RAMDIN SHUKLA of his own village, made the voyage on 

• ~-board the " Pongola ?(XIII." There were 324 passengers on board this 

- ··; ship which docked in Durban on May 22, 1896. , . . 

·• • •·• , . '?i do thi& he .had to-·break away from his relatives and friends, cut his • . f • 
•. 

links with the land of his birth but in my opinion his most painful 

decision must have been when he decided to assume the name belonging to 

a lower caste. He adopted the name of Kalka Singh. It is by this name 

that he is known in the original ·records. 

As a youth he had been taught to read and write Hindi. Being_of a 

scholarly mind, he had read the Scriptures and was able to solemnise 

-_.weddings and officiate at " Poojas ", of which the Sanathanists or 
'}~ .~,; ., 
Conservative Hindus were so fond. He brought with him these precious 

. ~ 

_,,.., ""books which served him and the comnuni ty he served, so well during the 



period of his indenture and the years that followed. 

INDEf-ITURE 
======= 

Kalka Singh and his wife Sukdei worked for the Platt Brothers in Isipingo. 

the Platt Brothers hailed from Yorkshire and had named their farm 

Prospection. Lawrence Platt died in 1886 leaving the farm to his 

.youngest son Alfred Platt. Robert Osram states " Though it was not youth 

that laid the foundations of the industry, yet the present position and 
I 

prosperity of the Prospection Sugar Estates Limited, have been al::nost 

entirely due to a mere lad."1• This remarkable judgement takes for granted 

the labour provided for a pittance by the indentured labourers. 

My great grandfather and his wife worked from 06h00 to 16h00, six days 

a week for 10 shillings a month. His monthly ration consisted of dhall, 

< ;; sugar, rice, fl~ur, salt and oil • . _ .... 

. . 
~ The hardships bis family suffered, he refus~d to talk about. Being a 

;· . devout Hindu, be sincerely believed that all forms of afflictions were a ,. 

result of sins coumitted in his life or in his previous existence. The only 

way out was to perform good deeds in his life. The message of the Gita - the 

concept of I<harma and Dharma - became for him the guidelines of action. He 

bore with fortitude the loss of his first 5 children, all at childbirth. 

I have not been able to get clues as to the reason for the deaths but if 

one is to go by the hardships encountered by the average indentured Indian 
•. 

then I can only assume that the conditions under which they lived and vJOrked 

~must have contributed. 
r.-

le OSBORN, R.F1 VALIANT HARVEST, pg 208. 
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However bleak the beginnings, the story brings us to happier times on 

the expiry of his indenture. He once more changed his name to I<alideen. 

He is known by this name and also as Kalideen Maharaj, Kalideen Awasthi or 

as Babajee. Many who were struck by his intellect and profound knowledge of 

the scriptures gave him the title of Pundit. 

He first lived in Reunion. News of this remarkable Brahmin spread down the 

.. :.South Coast. The Chowthees, Ramsinghs and Kissoonsinghs of the Umkomaas -

Umzinto areas often hosted him for a week, so that he could offer prayer 

·· and they ,could listen to his discourses on the sacred tNOrks in Hindu 

., l.i te%'.ature. . . . 
~~i· .. • 

8. ·THE FAMILY _ . ... , .. . =•= 
• ; .• 

,, -~ "He th6n moved to Merebank and bought land ½ acre in extent with Duranta 
--~;;~ -~~-
~~ad as its frontage. ?ere he set up a humble dwelling. It is in Merebank 

~(that his true po-&ntiql as a religious and cultural leader was realised. 
~ . . . 

f. ... • • , 
:_Jt is Jiere too that the 3 children whem God spared, were born. 
·; ,. 

I 

. The eldest Sewrani was born in 1914. She was married to Sewsunker also 

of a Brahmin family which hailed from Port Shepstone. The second, Puspathy, 

·,;, my grandmother was born in 1916. She was married to Harrysunker, a Brahmin 

from Langalibelele, which had been a lime quarry. The third child born in 

is hoµse-was Kirpasunker in 1921. His family continues to carry the name 

f I<alideen Maharaj. 

-~wrani died in 1942 leaving behind 7 children of whom 1 son and 

_daughters are still living. Kirpasunker the only son had some secondary 

ucation and began to teach as an unqualified teacher in 1939. Through 



I 

correspondence and part-time study he completed the requirements of the 

·senior Certificate and the · N.T.D. He had also a few courses in the B.A. 

He retired as a -Deputy-Principal in 1981 at the age of 60. He died a 

year later. Of his 3 sonst one is a Specialist Radiologist, one an 

a.o.D .. Humanities at a High School and the third a costs clerk. The two 

daughters are married to teachers and have two children each. 

My grandmother widowed in 1973, had six children of whom four are living. 

She lost her second son in 1974 under tragic circumstances. She lost her 

second daughter in 1981. Today she has a son and three daughters, 

20 grandchildren and 2 great grandchildren • 
.• -. . 

~• THE LEADER ...,_rnrm==- .-.. 

. ~ . . 
~Councillor K. Lalloo writes • A tallt well-built sturdy personality, in 
~~ • ' . . 
. ~a white turba~ a~ having a flowing white beardt•the late Pundit Kalideen was 

. . 
·~ueh an imposing figure that men from all walks of life were drawn to him, 

by sheer !orce· ol _the p~ysical charisma which radiated from him."1 He 
• ·. 

continues • "."From 1920 to 1950 Pundit Kalideen had a powerful impact on 

the religious and cultural lives of the Hindu Cormnunity in Merebank."2 To 

quote once more from the Councillor's report" His vision enabled him to 

realise that the material progress of the people in Merebank depended on 

i0:5truction in the English .Language. Thus he became an active member of the 

Merebank Indian Association (established 1923) which built the first school 

in Merebank.•3• 

ANNEXURE 3. REPORT. COUNCILLOR K. LA.LLOO. 
IBID. 
IBID. 



Pundit Kalideen was of a generous disposition. He taught the Hindi Language 

freely to those who were eager to learn. The numbers however began to reaeh 

unmanageable proportions. There was need now for the imparting of the 

lessons in bigger premises. It was this that led to ~he formation of the 

Mer~bank Dharma Woonathee Sabha. Mr Hansraj Lalla, a pupil of the Pundit 

and Secretary of the Sabha for over 10 years takes up the story • 

. w·He was a · very highly educated man in Hindi and Sanskrit, a successful 
~ '1 •• 

··,:· priest, a scholar of great learning, and most of all an able Organizer 
•• • • I 

•, . 
~ _thi~el:•-. 1• 

"After a lot ~f initial work in the year 1933, he founde~ a Hindu Society 

and named it the Merebank Sanathan Dharma Woonathee Sabh_a. He was 

instrumental in raising public funds to have a wood and · iron Hall and 

Wo~ship Pl~ce bu~lt in the district. Mlich hall and premises was being 

... . ~-- ''. us~ fer a• :day and evening classes for many years." 2 • 

. ~He conducted. adult cl~sses to teach boys and girls and adults to recite 

the Ramayana, and the Shri Mad-Bhagwad Gita of which scriptures he had a 
., 

very high stanaing and love. Many of the children attended many eistedfods 

und~r his guidance and tution."
3

. 

Pundit Kalideen~s reputation spread. During the late thirties a temple was 

built in Sirdar Road. The temple was called the Luxmi Narayan Temple. It was 

a beautiful temple and had a large hall adjoining it. The Hindu Community 

of Clairvrood wanted a full-time priest. They engaged the services of the 

Pundit. 

e 
Mr H.R~_Maharaj •• ~/~ •• Page 10. ---------------------------

1. ANNEXURE I. REPORT. H. LALLA. 

1 _. 2. !BlD. 
··}:--



Mr H.R. Maharajh holder of an honours degree in Sanskrit and presently 

Principal of the Marianhill Secondary School reminesces. 

w During the early forties he was appointed as a resident priest and 

teacher at the Luxmi Narayan Temple in Clairwood. Punditjee was revered 

by the comnunity among whom he worked;11

1• 

, Mention must also be made of the"Sarabjanik Bhajan Mundal"2 a body -~ ~ . . 
:~> '··, founded in Reunion by Pundit Ka lideen. As the name implies the emphasis 

J - •. 

here was ,on the •singing of devotional songs. 

10. CONCLUSION a 
a::=s:::===== 

, •. In -the late forties the Pundit ' s health began to fail. During the riot of 

, . 1949lie had tQ.be carried to the police camp in Wentworth. In 1951 his 

kidneys•failed him. He died after a weekend of intense pain. Residents of . .. 

the district travelled in·open trucks to the Clare Estate Crematorium where 

the last rite! were performed. 

The Pundit has gone but links with India remain. Some years after his 

arrival, Pundit Kalideen summoned up sufficient courage to write to his 

l.alcles. There has been correspondence over the years. His daughter, Puspathy1 

his son and daughter-in-law have visited his place of birth in BARABANKI. 

They were always well received. 

The eomunity work he was involved in continues. The Indian Association which 

• he helped to found acquired the Hillside School and Settlers School. These 

were in due course handed over to the State. A trust has since been formed 

with funds in excess of 

in Merebank. 

R70 000 for the upliftment of the Indian Comnunity 

~ 1. ANNEXURE 4. REPORT. H.R. :.1AHARAJH. 
I 

-2. ANNEXURE 2. REPORT. H. LALLA. 



the Mere&>ank Sanathan :)harma Woon:rthee Sabha 's property was expropriated 

to make way for housing the Coloureds. On an alternative site a new 

building 1s &lowly coming to completion. Efforts are being made to get 

one of the grand nephews oi the late Fundi t ¥.alideen Awasthi to perform 

the opening ceremony. If this i s successful the co!Il!IUnity could not have 

c:boND a better way to honour his name. 

AVPREClATION a 
... Z I DJ? 

1+ I .would liko to acknowledge my debt to my grandmother, Mrs Puspathy 

. . . 
Maharaj,_ who bas so patiently listeood to my questions and willingly 

supplied information to make this research project possible. 

• 2. The Department of Indian Affairs for details of my great grandfathor's 

arrival. 

3. Councillor K. Lalloo, aged 75 yeors, who knew my great grandfather 

from the days o~ his youth. 

4.- Mr Hansraj Lalla who served for many years as the Secretary of the 

Merebank Saru1t.'lan Dharam r"Joonathee Sabha, a body founded by my 

great graf'ldf ather for the advancement of the Hindi Language and 

Hindu Religion. 

5. r.1r H.R. Maharaj - an actlve med:>cr of the Luxmi Narayan Teaple 

v.ilich had its beginnings in Clairwood and is today sited in ~.obeni. 

6. The Natal 1krcury for uso of the Ph<:tograph published in their 

supplement on Septemeer 7, 1977. 
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Annexure 2. 
-----------

in re: 12:te PUlf.DIT KALIDT(CN AV A3T1JI 
---- --------· 

I, T1c1nsr r->. ·j11. J,nlJ.P., :-o.clul t, Jndi8n m:1.le, 60 ye:;i.rs of 8.ge 
c1o he·r~by· ;rn?ke tlle followi:t-i~ st2.teme3?.t, 8.bout the, abo~e 
yierson, 2.s I t:new. him person1c1.~ly, being, ~cl.ucated oy ~im 

in Hindi & :3fms1::rJ.t, rind ,.·:orlanr,: tmder 1nm 2.s a. Hon. 0ec 
ret

8
.ry to t he, Titereb:,nk :J e.I'l:::>.thr:m Dhnrm~- Woonatl':e ~ Sabha, 

for ten yei".rs, ;::i,ft8r v:hich I held V8.rious -positions 
t~erein, - in close nssacirtion with h~n. 
He v12. s -:,J_ ::: o ffty Guru. 

Aro1.m.d t he ye2.r 1?20 -,r·; ·,r-o,,le t erminntea. their indentur­
ed 12.bour \7ith vo.rious Sun:cr ~stntes they settled in a 
district nn.nerl rrn:lBD!\.I:TY:, ri.s 8. loco.J_ l::nll ana est2.te N!,­
ency \'.'8.S cuttin:'::, up ]Jieces of l nnd 211.d. sellin& t hem for 
2:Dtmd .SJ.00. 00 to Sl20. 00 a riiece. 

Quite 2. lot of peoTJJ_e took up their ::mrclrn.sed st£md.s 2nd 
2- community w=1.s well set in this d i strict . 

;/h.ilst(Jthe~r 1yere e. few elr1erly 1;eop le 2,bout, a great 
cl.ea.1 ~ e.nthusias:n w2.s bein;'s g2.thered to set about soc­
ial, spiritu8.l 2nd eo.ucational activities. 

Three- (J_uarters of t he neonle of A:erebariJc were mostly 
Hino.i spe aJ-::ing, i n those i'l,2:.rs. 

Th:i.s is ,vere P1.mcl.i t Kalicl ,:;en Av2.stl1.i took un fl. st8nd., 
2.fter qmite .?. lot of peopl e appro2.ched him,· he took it 
upon himself to help and to• leG.d. 

He wns a very hi,c:i:hly educ8.tec3. mc1n in Hindi 2nd Sm-iskri t 
a successful Pri8st, 2. schol2,r of greB.t le2.rning, end 
most of all an able Orgc1J-iizer 2nd Thinker. 

He lived in Merebru1k, :=md before any org2nized Societ-
ies could be f ormecl. a lot of people were calling on the 
P1..mdit 1 s home for schola stic 8l'ld spiritual advise, sett­
ing 8.sicl.e the time he spent on nerformin,g rites at su..nd­
ry people1is homes in Merebe.nk, end the adjoining d.isctri­
cts of Rei.mi on, Isi nin8o, Cl2.irwoad, Clairwood South, 
Budree Place 8.nd T:Iarine Drive. He did not have the time 
to go ov.tside the se areas, as much as he w2nted to. 

In these districts he vas being overloaded wi th 

- educatmonal ;,ma. spiritual 



education2..l 2nd spiritual a.uties, he then worked up en ic1-ea to use other members of the co1:-irnuni ty in their own fields ruid sub districts to ;gorm t heir 0,0m little grouns 
c111d societies to ee,se his burden, 1mt he 8.lv,ays stretched his hands to lceep t h em moving in the right direction. 

He taught the.m to meet regularily, mostly monthly, t 8,ught them to debate, lecture, speech me.king, end perfor ming all religintts duties as they cs.me up, r-i.ccording to our Hindi Calendar. 

After a. lot of initia l work, in th8 ye8.r 1933, he founde d e. hindu Society ~md named it the Mere bank Scmathsn Dharrna \"{oonathee Sabhe. He w::,s i nstru.rnent a l in ra.ising· public fund s to hr>.ve R woocl. ::ind iron Hall r-mo. :vorshin Pla ce built in the <3.istrict. ,i'hich haJ.l and nreinises was b eing used for a day and 4, evenine classes - for many many y c2.rs. Hc>.ny men a.nd w~n have :!_Jassed through this Hi ndi School cind have todi:w be come old, whilst his work carries on. 

He ,·,as a founder, the teacheI?, the preacher, and the God Pather of the c>,bove Society . 

He was 8n aggressive Hindi 8nd S~mskrit te ach er, teaching in t h e ::fcibernoons and tec:,chin e 2,c1ul ts in t he evening in the School He.11. 

'/Ii t h much he,rc1 work h e produced many fine students, whom he harne ssed to spread his ',':orlc , 2,nd which t hey readily took t o . 

He conducted a.dult cl2.sses to teach boys 2nd girls 2nd 2,oul t~ to recite t h e Tia:-rt8nyn. _end the Shri '.':Ia.d~Bhagwad Gita of which Seri ptur e s he ha.d 2. very high sta11cl.ing and love. Many of the children attended many eisteddfocl.s under h is guidance and tution. 

ITe h8-cl a.riot he r fine n.tl2.li t :, i n him, which w2.s arranging fo r fu_11.er2.J.s when some person cou1d not r.-,fford one. . The people never refuse d to rr,j_ve . I re:,1em.ber m2,y a noor girl was legally rn-id r eli giousl~~ ffi::l.Tr:i.ed even when 2. pe,rent could not 2.fford to do it themselve ,~ . 

F.ven when old n ,P:9 c~.1.1 .. n-ht ont l • h 1.::i o 11m, e wou u be readily te.lking 2nd 2.a.visin.,;- the f'lem1Jers of the SA.bha \'Jhat to do n ext, he d i d not f2lter , n 9ither d i d he e ive anybody else to ch2,nce to sl2.ck do,:Vn. 

- •).ni te e,t a x±xxx later sta.ge _ 



Quite at a later stage, when h e was partly bed­

ridden, members just could not resist se~king 

his a.a.vise upon important matters :pertaini ng to 

the Sabha, he readily a ssistea.. One could say 

he was the O\V-.11.er of the SociBty and its property. 

Quite a lot more could be s2,id about this great 

J!imlXX soul, c1nd it wonld t eJ,;:e a lot of r esearch 

and time to renll;1,r describe his qualitie s and 

his per sonality, but t h e property and Temple Hall 

of the Merebank Sanathc1..r1 Dharma Woonathee Sabha. 

in M:erebank, cmd t h e Tenmle Hall, The Sarabjanik 

Bhaja.11. Mundal in Reunion, even today stcmds, in 

his memory, to his fore- sight, he.rd 'Nork and· his 

superb thinking ahead. 

Personally he has given me a lot, like others. 

He t2.ught me Hindi/Sanskrit end I was even able 

to write a Hj_ncli Examination c1nd obte,in a cert­

ificate from ';°/arda, Inclia. 

He fostered veget2,ric=i_YJ.ism c1monc st hi s schol3.rs. 

I 2.t 60 am still a vegetarian. 

In con clusj_on I must ste.te that I h2.ve endeavoured 

to bring :aout the qu2-litie s of Avasthi as I knew 

him, firstly as a lit tle boy, then as his student, 

lastly e.s I ::;re,v up t o be 2, mcm, 2.ssociating with 

him in the ;:,c1.bh2.' s wor k . , but a lot more could be 

had i f others who h e ?..ssocia.ted with ru1c1 taught, 

an9- many more s ocities, could say more about his 

philanthrophic work in merebank, and the adjoining 

districts. 
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Annexure 3. 
-----------

A tall, well-built sturdy personality, in a white turban and having a flowing white 

beard, the late Pundit Kalideen was such an imposing figure, that men from all walks 

of life were drawn to him, by sheer force of the physical charisma which radiated 

from him. 

~ As a lad of twelve years it was my privilege to have first had his darshan, when my 

late father J<hedu Shah took me to him. lt had been my f ather 's good fortune to have 

been under Pundit Kalideen's tutelage and thus he regarded and revered him as a guru. 

For three decades - from 1920 te 194D Pundit Kalideen had a power ful impact on the . 

religious and cultural lives of the Hindu community in Merebank. Being well versed in 

Sanskrit, he had a sound knowledge of the Vedas and it was a joy indeed to listen to 

him, when he read the Ramayana, Gita and excerpts from the Mahabharath. Many are the 

homes which invited him to solemnise the weddings of their sons and daughters. Great 

were the gatherings when he performed the Shree Sathnarain Katha. Of particular 

significance in these times is that he al~ays advocated that we be thankful for the 

rain we ·receive - hence his insistence on the warship of Indra. 

His vision enabled him to realise that the material progress of the people in 

g Merebank depended on instruction in the English Language. Thus he became an active 

member of the Merebank Indian Association (established - 1923) which built the first 

school in Merebank. 

He realised also that the teaching of Hindi could not continue at his home - such was 

the demand for ·it. Thus he became a founder member of the Merebank Sanathan Uharam 

Woonathee Sabha. The Sabha built a hall and this became the centre for the cultural, 

religious and educational activities of the Hindi speaking people. 

His cGntribution to the lndian Corrmunity in general and to the Hindi speaking people 

in particul~r~ will cont_i~ue 

------------~~~----. 

to be appreciated even though he died in 1S50. 

Councillor K. Lalloo 
(Member, S.A.1.Council). 



Annexure 4. 
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;iff jmqt!ZS~CES OF THE UTE PmIDI1' KAr.LIDEElJ 

.~ ~--~&at• oontact vith the late pundit Kallidoen through my father 

'ldso M,ae1t was a porson ot high esteem in the communi t7• . The reverence 

. ·_..;. ·ave .tor P\mdltjee was considerably inhsnced in our young mindo when 

· ' t vu olNlened that my father Masell always troated bim ri.th much 

~Mia1 tavour and respect. 9ea1dos~ he egplained to WJ that Punditjee 

: ._.. • ,.-otoundl.y· learned man from 11hose tui tioa and exat11l)le ve would 

.~NUJ~-, tremendously. And so all ot us vere sent to the new GUN for 

.... 

~--- lD R!ndi and Sanskrit. IZl C\1'.tured lJ"'"dU ~aoi!!ea tho Upmln3"W1 

$aala•~· during vhich the pupil. is entl"USted otficiaJ.4, to the guru for 

~ 
. 

_ • ·~tual education, is eoneidered a Yery important cerenoney in the 

•• '• :.Of thG c¥,J.~. the priest chosen to officiate at this oeremcme, must 

"J .. ~· 

~ 

_.. ot some spiritual stature, and Punditjee vaa chosen to perform 

~·saiwttara of two boys ia the family in 19't6e 

alt Kallid•ea ,resented a 3triking personality• tall with a white tlov. 

. . • .. 

D8 t,eull· . ·&J>.d 00"1C87lding voico. He readily arrested and maintained the 

••tion ot _bis ~enc• both by the depth ot his knowledge on ph1losoplical// 

·1a.ipttata1. ~ttere tY3 the _force ·of his assertive miture• 

IIIIP.I..IU:!! the ear~ tortiea he was appointed as a resident prieat and teacher 

I the t-mcmi liarqau 'leaple in Clauvoocle Punditjee vaa rfforod by the 

t'ac:IICllllllllity aEIODS Vhm,. ho VO&tkedi Pffple otten Visited him tor advice ou 

gioua m&tte:-s in ~i~ he vas a rea~ted autho%-itJ• .:1a a teacher 

• vaa ~! exti ~ tu-a, ·aenr sparing tb,e ~ ~ !. ~ 
1:19!! necessary• :· 

t _P11pila~1'ffall . vS.tlt. ave (:usd acme amusement} the mot!enta "hen the7 liOZ"e ; 

8 
targets_ 0 ~ _his he• Yet the ... aaator taught Ma pupilil with eaemploz-: 

otion and love No • tt ""-·· 

. • aa or '4UW busy he WSB• he alvaye found tbt time at 

Odd aour tor a stude::t vho vaa du 

a pita{ . 

rea...., to enq.n:-c. For ~a iirwgreesive pu 

88 vaa latiah, tor the unent•--4 e,. ..... • 

• 
. - ~•~ 

tne ~ndemnation ttae equally 

8J>eeoh he vaa ·notod tor h1a lrankn 

. 

l "" 

eas and bonest;y a ___ ., 

ess..., no matter how much 1 t hurt 
• -·4- ~ns an opinion 

ed him-~or tbia Quali t~ n 
OJt Pleased• The eoaunt ty ~ n .... 

_ 
., • uove-,ezo, 88ll•ral.ly he 

.._, 

0 V1dent 1'l-oa the ~ caUa he 
was liked by t?lem as 

he made ·it hie duty to _, _ _,.., . received troa people to Visit their "'--

.,__ 

•.1.~ and bless their~ 
~a 

~ long diat4!l~a. 

-es, even it it raeaut 

.fl vf. . ./JJu.~ - / 
~A.. 

C.a.t-studect ot th 
• nvered JU.~ditjee) 
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NATAL MEHCURY, WEDNESDAY, 7 SEPT 1977 



Page 2. 

2. 

There is considerable literature on 11 Indians in South Africa. " 

The conditions of service, the promises made but not kept, the 

ill - treatment, the injustices and finally the progress made is 

amply covered. 

I could get very little material for my project from these sources . 

I had to find people who knew the Pundit, Babajee, Kalideen Maharaj, 

or Kalideen Awasthi as he was known to different people. 

Some considered my questions rude and disrespectful and it took a lot 

of convincing on my part to show them that my motive was genuine. 

I have tried to present as true a picture as is possible. It is 

unfortunate that I could not make more use of photographs. Many are 

in frames but the one l have selected shows him as 1 think he would 

liked to have been remembered - always one with the people for the good 

of the people. 
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4. REASONS FOR LEAVING I NJJlA 

================================== 

That Indians left their native country to work on the sugar plantations 

is a well known fact. What still has to be told is that for many, the 

voyage to Natal provided a release from social and economic factors which 

I shall discuss hereunder. 

The rigid caste system, especially in the villages made the lot of those 

low in caste and the untouchables, miserable. The high caste - the Brahmins 

also had their problems. In the case of my great grandfather it was the 

Dowry System. In order to give his sister away in marriage he had to 

provide a huge dowry. As he did not have the cash he had to borrow from the 

money lender. lt did not occur to him then that the rate of interest was so 

high that he would bar ely be able to meet the interest alone out of his 

earnings and that the Principal woul d remain. 

\'/hen the money lender's demands for the interest and principal became more 

insistent, my great grandfather had to devise plans for an escape. Stories 

about Natal were rampant. He made up his mind to leave India with his wife. 

He di d not anticipate t hat whilst i t was easy for most to emigrate , fo r him 

there were added difficulties. This time it was his caste. Brahmins were not 

welcome as the recruiting officers feared they would not be capable of 

working on the fields. But t hey had reckoned without the cunning of my 

great grandfather. He changed his name and pretended to be a Kshatriya. 

His place on board the" Pongola XXllI," was in this way secured. 



• 
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5. THE AiiA~THIS 
--------------------------

The Awasthis were a sub caste of Brahmins who lived in the village of 

MAJHAUNI in BARABANKl in the greater district of LUCKNOW. 

My great grandfather was an only son. On the death of his father it 

became his duty to get his sister married. He himself had been married 

and one can imagine how difficult life must have been for him to provide 

for his wife, pay off the debt which was raised to provide the dowry by 

working on the land. His father's brothers had similar problems and were 

thus in no position to assist him • 

6 . At1RIVAL iN NATAL 

Thus it came about that Kalideen Awasthi born in 1868, married Sukdei, 

daughter of RAI,!DIN SHUKLA of his own village, made the voyage on 

board the " Pongola XXIII. 11 There were 324 passengers on board this 

ship which d0cked in Durban on May 22, 1896. 

To do this he had to break away from his relatives and friends, cut his 

links with the land of his birth but in my opinion his most painful 

decision must have been when he decided to assume the name belonging to 

a lower caste. He adopted the name of Kalka Singh. It is by this name 

that he is known in the original records. 

As a youth he had been taught t o read and write Hindi. Being of a 

scholarly mind, he had read the Scriptures and was able to solemnise 

weddings and officiate at " Poojas 11
, of which the Sanathanists or 

Conservative Hindus were so fond. He brought with him these precious 

books which served him and the community he served, so well during the 



• 

·• 

period of his indenture and the years that followed. 

7. INDENTUHE 

Kalka Singh and his wife Sukdei worked for the Platt Brothers in lsipingo. 

The Platt Brothers hailed from Yorkshire and had named their farm 

Prospection. Lawrence Platt died in 1886 leaving the farm to his 

youngest son Alfred Platt. Robert Osram states II Though it was not youth 

that laid the foundations of the industry, yet the present position and 

prosperity of the Prospection Sugar Estates Limited, have been almost 

entirely due to a mere lad."1 . This remarkable judgement takes for granted 

the labour provided for a pittance by the indentured labourers. 

My great grandfather and his wife worked from 06h00 to 16h00, six days 

a week for 10 shillings a month. His monthly ration consisted of dhall, 

sugar, rice, flour, salt and oil. 

The hardships his family suffered, he refused to talk about. Being a 

devout Hindu, he sincerely believed that all forms of afflictions were a 

result of sins committed in his life or in his previous existence. The only 

way out was to perform good deeds in his life. The message of the Gita - the 

concept of Kharma and Dharma - became for him the guidelines of action. He 

bore with fortitude the loss of his first 5 children, all at childbirth. 

1 have not been able to get clues as to the reason for the deaths but if 

one is to go by the hardships encountered by the average indentured Indian 

then I can only assume that the conditions under which they lived and worked 

must have contributed. 

1. OSBUR!J 2 R.F: VALIANT HARVEST, pg 208. 
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However bleak the beginnings, the story brings us to happier times on 

the expiry of his indenture. He once more changed his name to Kalideen. 

He is known by this name and also as Kalideen Maharaj, Kalideen Awasthi or 

as Babajee. Many who were struck by his intellect and profound knowledge of 

the scriptures gave him the title of Pundit. 

He first lived in Reunion. News of this remarkable Brahmin spread down the 

South Coast. The Chowthees, Ramsinghs and Kissoonsinghs of the Umkomaas -

Umzinto areas often hosted him for a week, so that he could offer prayer 

and they could listen to his discourses on the sacred works in Hindu 

Literature • 

8. THE fAMlLY 

He then moved to Merebank and bought land ½ acre in extent with Duranta 

Road as its frontage. Here he set up a humble dwelling. It is in Merebank 

that his true potential as a religious and cultural leader was realised. 

It is here too that the 3 children whom God spared, were born. 

The eldest Sewrani was born in 1914. She was married to Sewsunker also 

of a Brahmin family which hailed {rom Port Shepstone. The second, Puspathy, 

my grandmother was born in 1916. She was married to Harrysunker, a Brahmin 

from Langalibelele, which had been a lime quarry. The third child born in 

this house was Kirpasunker in 1921. His family continues to carry the name 

of Kalideen Maharaj. 

Sewrani died in 1942 leaving behind 7 children of whom 1 son and 

3 daughters are still living. Kirpasunker the only son had some secondary 

education and began to teach as an unqualified teacher in 1939. Through 

corres~ondence and ••• / ••• Page=8• 
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correspondence and part-time study he completed the requirements of the 

Senior Certificate and the N.T.D. He had also a few courses in the B.A. 

He retired as a Deputy-Principal in 1981 at the age of 60. He died a 

year later. Of his 3 sons, one is a Specialist Radiologist, one an 

H.O.D. - Humanities at a High School and the third a costs clerk. The t wo 

daughters are married to teachers and have two children each. 

My grandmother widov1ed in 1973, had six children of whom four are living. 

She lost her second son in 1974 under tragic circumstances. She lost her 

second daughter in 1981. Today she has a son and three daughters, 

20 grandchildren and 2 great grandchildren • 

9. THE LEADER 

Councillor K. Lalloo writes " A tall, well-built sturdy personality, in 

a white turban and having a flowing white beard, the late Pundit Kali deen was 

such an imposing figure that men ffom all walks of life were drawn to him, 

by sheer force of the physical charisma which radiated from him. 11

1 
He 

continues - 11 From 1920 to 1950 Pundit Kalideen had a powerful impact on 

the religious and cultural lives of the Hindu Community in Merebank. 11

2 To 

quote once more from the Councillor's report" His vision enabled him to 

realise that the material progress of the people in Merebank depended on 

instruction in the English Language. Thus he became an active member of the 

Merebank Indian Association (established 1923) which built the first school 

in Merebank." 3• 

1. ANNEXURE 3. RE!-{Jlff. COUNCILLOR K. LALLOU. 

2. lBlD. 

3. IBID. 

-- - - -- -- - -- - - - . - - --
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Pundit Kalideen was of a generous disposition. He taught the Hindi Language 

freely to those who were eager to learn. The numbers however began to reach 

unmanageable proportions. There was need now for the imparting of the 

lessons in bigger premises. It was this that led to the formation of the 

Merebank Dharma ~-foonathee Sabha. Mr Hansraj Lalla, a pupil of the Pundit 

and Secretary of the Sabha for over 10 years takes up the story. 

11 He was a very highly educated man in Hindi and Sanskrit, a successful 

priest, a scholar of great learning, and most of all an able Organizer 

and Thinker."
1

• 

"After a lot of initial work in the year 1933, he founded a Hindu Society 

and named it the Merebank Sanathan Dharma Woonathee Sabha. He was 

instrumental in raising public funds to have a wood and iron .Hall and 

Worship Place built in the district. Which hall and premises was being 

used for a day and evening classes for many years." 
2

• 

"He conducted adult classes to teach boys and girls and adults to recite 

the Ramayana, and the Shri Mad-Bhagwad Gita of which scriptures he had a 

·very high standing and love. Many of the children attended many eistedfods 

under his guidance and tution."
3 

• 

Pundit Kalideen's reputation spread. During the late thirties a temple was 

built in Sirdar Road. The temple was called the Luxmi Narayan Temple. It was 

a beautiful temple and had a large hall adjoining it. The Hindu Community 

of Clairwood wanted a full-time priest. They engaged the services of the 

Pundit. 
Mr H.R. Maharajh ••• L.:.:.:~agelQ. 

1. ANNEXURE 2. RE.1-'0RT. H. LALLA. 

2. IB!U. 

3. IBID. 



• 

Mr H.R. Maharajh holder 0f an honours degree in Sanskrit and presently 

Principal of the Marianhill Secondary School reminesces. 

"During the early forties he was appointed as a resident priest and 

teacher at the Luxmi Narayan Temple in Clairwood. Punditjee was revered 

by the community among whom he worked;" 1. 

Mention must also be made of the"Sarabjanik Bhajan Mundal"2 • a body 

founded in Reunion by Pundit Kalideen. As the name implies the emphasis 

here was on the singing of devotional songs. 

10. CONCiU::i ION 
--------------------

In the late forties the Pundit's health began to fail. During the riot of 

1949 he had to be carried to the police camp in Wentworth. ln 1951 his 

kidneys failed him. He died after a weekend of intense pain. Residents of 

the district travelled in open trucks to the Clare Estate Crematorium where 

the last rites were performed. 

The Pundit has gone but links with lndia remain. Some years after his 

arrival, Pundit Kalideen summoned up sufficient courage to write to his 

uncles. There has been correspondence over the years. His daughter, PuspathyJ 

his son and daughter-in-law have visited his place of birth in BARABANKI. 

They were always well received. 

The community work he was involved in continues. The Indian Association which 

he helped to found acquired t he Hillside School and Settlers S.chool. These 

were in due course handed over to the State. A trust has since been formed 

with funds in excess of R7U 000 for the upliftment of the Indian Community 

in Merebank . 

1. ANNEX.UHE 4. REPORT. H.R. MAHAHAJH. 

2. ANNEXUHE 2. REPORT. H. LALLA, 



The Merebank Sanathan Dharrna Woonathee Sabha's property was expropriated 

to make way for housing the Coloureds. On an alternative site a new 

building is slowly coming to completion. Efforts are being made to get 

one of the grand nephews of the late Pundit Kalideen Awasthi to perform 

the opening ceremony. If this is successful the community could not have 

chosen a better way to honour his name. 

1. I would like to acknowledge my debt to my grandmother, Mrs Puspathy 

Maharaj, who has so patiently listened to my questions and willingly 

supplied information to make this research project possible. 

2. The Department of Indian Affairs for details of my great grandfather's 

arrival. 

3. Councillor K. Lal100, aged 75 years, who knew my great grandfather 

from the days of his youth. 

4. Mr Hansraj Lalla who served for many years as the Secretary of the 

Merebank Sanathan Dharam Woonathee Sabha, a body founded by my 

great grandfather for the advancement of the Hindi Language and 

Hindu Religion. 

5. Mr H.R. Maharaj - an active member of the Luxmi Narayan Temple 

which had its beginnings in Clairwood and is today sited in Mobeni. 

6. The Natal Mercury for use of the Photograph published in their 

supplement on September 7, 1977. 
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Annexure 2. 
-----------

in re: le;te PUNDIT RALIDEBN AVASTlJI ---~----- -~ 

I, HansrA.;jh LHlJ.n, ;::i,cl.ult, Indi:=m r1nle, 60 years of 2.ge 
do hereby me.ke the fallowing st8,teme1?:t, about the a.bo;e 
ri erson, e.s I knew him persone.lly, bein,~-\ ~d.ucated by ~im 
in Hinc:l.i & S8nskrit, 2nd working under lllm 2.s a. Ilon. ,:, ec 
ret 8 .ry to the I-!Iereb8.nk Snna.thsn Dharrn~. Woonatl:i-e~ Sabha, 
for ten years, after which I held va.rious positions 
t~erein, in close associr~ion with h~n. • 
He ,·r2 s ,._,J_ ;-:; o rny Cfuru. 

Arov.nd the yea.r 1 920 :7 n 1100Dle terminated their in~ent·ur­
ed 12,bour with v2,rious Sw;2r Est8,tes they settlea. in a 
district nr.wrnrl iTEl.1EDAHJ{, r>.s a loco.J_ lBnc.1. ans estate O.{!,­

ency w2s cutting up ]Jieces of lcmd a1.a. selling them for 
aov.na . .£.100. 00 to .Sl20. 00 a piece. 

Quite a lot of people took up their purchased strmd.s and 
a community was well set in this d.istrict. 

Whilst11they were 8. few elderly people about, a great 
deal~ enthusiasm wgs being gathered to set about soc­
ial, spiritual and educational activities. 

Three-qu arters of the peonle of rnereba:riJc were mostly 
Hindi speaking, in those days. 

This is were P1..mdi t KaJ.ir3.een Ave.sthi took up n stand, 
e.fter qmite 8- lot of people approe,ched him, he took it 
upon himself to help anc1 to leG.d. 

He wns a very highly educateo. mc1n in Hindi and Sru1.skri t 
a successful Priest, a. schole.r of great lea rning, and 
most of all an able Orgru1.izer and Thinker. 

ffe lived in Merebank, and before ru1.;y- orgenized Societ-
ies could be formed a lot of people were calling on the 
~undi t ~ s home f?r scholastic a1-id spi:bi tual advi;e, sett­
ing aside the time he spent on performing rites at sund­
ry peopleis homes in MerebHnk, and the adjoining disctri­
cts of Remlion, Isip ingo, Cl2.irwood, Clairwood South, 
Budree Place and Marine Drive. He did not have the time 
to go outside thes e areas, as much as he wEmted to. 

In these districts he v,as being overloaded with 

- educatmonal Bnd spiritual -



education2,J_ 2nd spiri tu.al a.utj_es, he then worked up an 
idea to use other members of the corrum;mi ty in their own 
fie l a.s :.:md sub dj_stricts to ;gorm their own little group s 
and societies to e2,se his burden, but he alnays stretched 
his hands to keep them moving in the right direction. 

He taught the_m to meet regularily, mostlJr monthly, taught 
them to deba te, lecture, speech making, and per forming all 
religintrs duties as they came u p , a ccording to our Hindi 
Calendar. 

After a. lot of initial work, i n the year 1933, he founded 
/.?. hindu Society ~md named it the mere bank Sanathen Dharrna 
'-.Yoonathee Sabha. He was ins trumenta l in raising· public 
funds to he.ve a wood 8.n.d iron Ha l l 2na. Worship Place 
built in the a.istrict. Which hall and premises was 
being used for a day and $, evenine classes for many many 
years. Many- men and Wdlt!n have :pas sed through this Hindi 
School ana. have toda y become old, whilst his work carries 
on. 

He was a founder, the teacheI?, the preacher, and the God 
Pather of t h e above Society. 

He was an a ggressive Hindi "ma. S8nskrit teacher, teaching 
in the ::fmernoons and teachine ao.ul ts in the evening in the 
School Hall. 

\:Yith much hard work he produced many fine studen ts, whom he 
harnessed to spreac1 his work, 2,nd which they readily took 
to. 

He conducted. a.dul t clgs ses to teach boys 8.nd. g irls i:md 
e,o.ul ts to recite the na~miyn. and the Shri I:.iad- Bhagvvad Gita 
of which Scriptures he had e, very high standing and love. 
Many of the children a ttende d many eisteddfods under his 
guidance and tution. 

He h8.d a.11other fine qu2.li t y i n h i m, which wa s arrang ing for 
fv.ne r als vvhen some p erson coul a. not o.fford one. . The p eo ple 
never refus ed to g ive. I remember ma.y a p oor girl was 
legally :::md relig iousl y m::i.r r i ec..1 even when a parent could 
not a f ford to a.o it t h ems e lve s . 

F.v en . vvhen old age c aught onto him, he would be readily 
t alking Emd. e.dvi s ine-; t h e mem1Jers of the Sabha what to do 
next, he did not f 2.l ter, n e ith er cl.id he g ive a nybody else 
to ch2,nce to s18.ck down. 

- Quite a.ta x±xx:e l a ter stage_ 



(THREE) 

Quite at a later stD.,r;e, ·nhen he was partly bed­

ridden, members just could not r esi~t s~~~ing 

his advise u-pon importruit matters :pertaun.ng to 

the Sabha, he readily assisted. One could say 

he was the O\'f.!ler of the Society and its property. 

Quite a lot more could be S8,id about this great 

EPmi:Ji soul, and it would t alce a lot of research 

and time to really describe his qualities and 

his personality, but the property and Temple Hall 

of the l\lierebank Sanathan Dharma Woonathee Sabha 

in r-.'Ierebank, 8nd the Temple Hall, The Sarabjanik 

Bhaj an 1\lhmdal in Reunion, even today stands, in 

his memory, to his fore-sight, hard work and· his 

superb thinking ahead. 

Personally he has given me a lot, like others. 

He taught me HindiJSanskrit end I was even able 

to write a Hindi Examination and obta in a cert­

ificate from i'/arda, India. 

He fostered vegetarianism mnonest his scholars. 

I at 60 am still a vegetarian. 

In conclusion I must ste.te that I have endeavoured 

to bring xout the· qualities of Avasthi as i knew 

him, firstly as a little boy, then as his student, 

lastly as I grew up t o be a man, a.ssociating with 

him in the Sabhg's work ., but a lot more could be 

had if others who he a.ssocia.ted with and taught, 

and many more socidties, could say more about his 

philanthrophic work in Mereba..nk, and the adjoining 

districts. 



REPUBLIEK VAN SUID-AFRIKA. REPUBLIC OF SOUTH AFRICA 

SUID-AFRIKAANSE INDl~RRAAD 

SOUTH AFRICAN INDIAN COUNCIL' 

Telefoon } 423628 
Telephone 

f'Ut.lLJIT KALIDEEN MAHARAJ 
=========================== 

Adres P. 0 • .&x 31006 
Address 

Merebank 

18 May 1983 

A tall, well-built sturdy personality, in a white turban and having a flowing white 

beard, the late Pundit Kalideen was such an i mposing figure, that men from all walks 

of life were drawn to him, by sheer force of the physical charisma which radiated 

from him. 

® As a lad of twelve years it was my privilege tc have first had his darshan, when my 

late father Khedu Shah took me to him. · It had been my father's good fortune to have 

been under Pundit Kalideen's tutelage and thus he regarded and revered him as a guru. 

For three decades - from 1920 te 1940 Pundit Kalideen had a powerful impact on the 

religious and cultural lives of the Hindu community in Merebank. Being well versed in 

Sanskrit, he had a sound knowledge of the Vedas and it was a joy indeed to listen to 

him, when he read the Ramayana, Gita and excerpts from the Mahabharath. Many are the 

homes which invited him to solemnise the weddings of their sons and daughters. Great 

were the gatherings when he performed the Shree Sathnarain Katha. Of particular 

significance in these times is that he al~ays advocated that we be thankful for . the 

rain we ·receive - hence his insistence on the worship of Indra. 

His vision enabled him to realise that the material progress of the people· in 

·® Merebank depended on instruction in the English Language. Thus he became an active 

member of the Merebank Indian Association (established - 1923) which built the first 

school in Merebank. 

He realised also that the teaching of Hindi could not continue at his home - such was 

the demand for "it. Thus he became a founder member of the Merebank Sanathan Dharam 

Woonathee Sabha. The Sabha built a hall and this became the centre for the cultural, 

• religious and educational activities of the Hindi speaking people. 

His contribution to the lndian Comnunity in general and to the Hindi speaking people 

in particul~~ill cont_i~ue to be appreciated even though he died in 1950. 

\ n~ ------------1 -~✓-----
Councillor K. Lalloo 
(Member, S.A.I.Council). 



Annexure 4. 

I cane into cont,:,.ct ;1ith the l (.'.tc pn>1cl.i t i~allidecn . throu::;h my fe.ther 

ullo hfr1Gelf •,ms a perGon of J1:i.i~h eotccm in the community . '..Vhe reverence 

.:i.nd m-,e for I'nncli tjee 1ms coEsiclcrably i nh-?.nced in our young minds uhen 

it ,-,;:u3 o bserved th·1t 1··1y father 11:i.r,1sclf .:tl u ayG treated h:Lm 1·1i th much 

011ec i ::-.l :favonr n.nd. respect . :,er;ideci , lie e::1,la ined to us that Punditjee 

1-,ns o. pro{onndly le~.rned ::1,'.).n from i•1hosc tni tion 2.nd e;~ample 1·1e 1·1ould 

benefit treuendously . /end so D.1 1 of us 1-1ere sent to the ne11 Guru for 

l essons in Hindi ancl. ;:";a.nskri t. In cul ti_,_red 'Lin.du famili es the Upanayan 

,.;c.nslec.'.ra , clurinr_; \/hich tb~ _r,111,il iG entru:sted o:ffid.c1.lly t o t!l.e ~uru for 

1,ia T()i1·i t11_.-,_1 crluc-·•.tion , i::; con:·; i ,l"l'.'"'l :\ vc.r~\- i11port,::t11t ccremoney in the 

life cf the cl1ild ; t)1e pr:i.c:;t cllos0n to of:::' i c:i.ate :a.t thi3 c0reuoney must 

he onC' n.::' sone ~~,iri+.11."' l ::;i;~'.t nrc , .-•ucl '!.' tmcl:i.t:jc:' ,:;,,::; cho:::;•~11. to pr.rform 

tJ,e Upnn:'.:,' ,7.n ~::2.11:::l:::ir,~. of t-.-;e 1Joys in the L1.1:1il:.- in 191~r:; . 

:i.n'.~ hec1.rd,. '.'.nd co, 1!.i0.11'1.in;.:; ·,· oi.cc . ire rc.:-.dily n.1:rested ::·.ncl. 1.1:1iHtnined the 

o.1;-!:~!!t:i.cm of 1,ic .-w.tlien(;c bot ,! lJy t;1•1 rJ.c1,1th of '.1is 1~110•.;leclc;e on ~)h.ilor.;opl\,ical// 

During t he e2rly fo r t ies he wnc ap;oi nted a~ a resident priest und teacher 

h_c •.10.s kind lmt c::-f-:rcn!ely -f j r11 , ;·•.eve;,- Gi'<-'.rin:.:; t!1e rod \:hen it \lcJ.s neces::;ary. 

Po.ot pnpil:-.; i·eco.12.. ·.-:j_ th (,;:c ( ,--,_n.cl ~,011: 0 ,,sn1.::::e111ent) tlH:: 1:1ornen ts \·1h0u t hey 1·1ere 

U:e tarc;e+.s of hie ire . Jct the 8ame rn,..,_;-:;tc:c t::-.P.~_;ht hia 1nipi ls ui th e :i;;::er.iplory 

devotion and love . ro r:nttex· 110•.f bn::;;-;· · l!c 1ias I he nl1.f:.~.yc found the time ut 

'.lnJ odu hour for n r.:tudent u 11.0 \'1-'.lG 1·e 2.tl~: to e ,1ciuire . For the 11rosrcr3sive pupil 

his prai se \·!!l.G l ".vish , for the 1mc!l'l:cr~1ri 1Ji nc the condenmation 1·ras equ-~,lly 

hars:1. 

In s peech he 1-w.s ::i.otcrl. for h:i.G fr,~•1!:11csn o.nc1 honesty , e::pressinG an opi nion 

f.c,,· .. rl e13;:;l:, no 111:·Ltter ],o\l 11\1.ci1 it 1,_,,_rt or pl0;1.;;ed . 1_1_'he coi:11rnnity ~cl111:i. r ecl D.!.ltl 

feared him for thi ::, qu,'lli t:,r . ~fo·.-,evcr, ccme:.:nlly he ;-1=1.G !l:iked bj' them a s 

u ,?.G evicl8f'l t f ro1:i the !·10.n;,r c;,,llr., l1.c receivec1 fror,1 pco11le to viGi t their ho1nes . 

i\nc.l 1:?.c 1:1-'.,de it h:i.c. dut;:/ to vj.r;;it ,'.'lP..d bl0so their )1omes , even i f it meant 

Ji J<.. J)'JJ-. 10/o/1._4 
(...;::- strnlent of t he revered ;nmtlitjee) 
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EPILOGUE 

' 
PUNDIT MEWA MISRA - 1863 - 1964 

HIS LIFE AND WORK 

The branches of the banyan tree spread out, 

often far from the main trunk, and root 

themselves again in the soil. This biography 

attempts to tell of one ·of those millions of • 

families scattered ·a11 over the world today whose 
. . ' 

roots and origins were in the sub-continent of 

INDIA. 

INTRODUCTION 

This biography has been compiled to pay humble tribute 

to the people who pioneered and ventured to the land of­

the unknown • . 

It must be . noted ttrt the people who sailed the "Truro" 

in 1860 and thereafter, . at different times~ and in 

particular, my subject, Mewa M~sra, .were _duped and lured 

by recruiting agents in India to help the sugar barons 
"' •.! • ': 

acquire a cheap and reliable labQur force and the agents 

themselves to make a good fortune out of the assignment. ::/·--=·:· 
~ .- .... ~ 

It w·as·--n.o_, bed of roses for the people who arrived here. 

They had to .be content with hard work and poor wages, 

though in comparison better off than their economic 

plight in India. Their sensibility was blunted by 

·extreme impoverishment, physical hardships and 

privations; thereby t~~ were not able t~· reac~ 

emotionally to make known their concern o·r to express 

• . .. •;ii:>· .: 

the warmth of their affection from a distant land for 

their kith and kin i!l.India from whom they were snatched, 

so to say. No~ many were literate enough to communicate 

with them. Surrounded by ~any difficultie~ which is 

part of our history, and undergoing all sorts of trials 

and tribulations, they have done their best, not only 
. - . 

. to survive, but have left a rich legacy for ·posterity! 
. 

.. . 
• '- ' . - • ' • 

~ 
. 

. . 

.. 
·,< .• 

. ' 

;_ 
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{ 8 _,;the story of a tenacious, persistent people, 

-ih' all kinds of circumstances have endured and 

ived. Some maintained their families back in 

., ' -~nai'a; journeying to see them every few years. Even 

:; :'· :those who brought their families with them regarded 

. -~ l;-ndia as their home, a home where all their important 

~ ~decisions affecting their lives were made. 
"' .. . . 

\· 

The nineteenth century witnessed the arrival of the 

indentured labourers and others press-ganged into 

leaving their homes. At first the labourers were 

recruited from among the floating labour force of the 

Indian ports - Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. This supply 

soon proved inadequate and more systematic recruiting 

was developed in certain areas where there was a surplus 

of labour. The recruiters concentrated upon the rural 

districts of Bihar, wher e my subject l\'Iewa Misra was born,. 

in the east~n United Provinc·es - now Uttar Pradesh. 

The recruits were mainly folk who had fallen on hard 

times, or who had never risen far from poverty and 

starvation. Most spoke a form of Hindi; many the 

dialect called Bhojpuri. They came mostly from the 

agricultural castes. 

:1rn terms of hierarchy, they were about equally made up 

of lower and upper castes; there were even a few 

Brahm.ins among the recruiters' haul." 1 

M~st of the labourers signed up as single men. If they 

were married, they left their wives and children in the 

care of the elders of their joint family. Very few 

emigrate~as a family unit - father, mother, children • 
., 

The rules laid down by the Government required the 

colonial recruiting agencies to send out forty women 

with every hundred men • 
• • • • • • 

1 TINKER, H. The banyan tree, p.4. 

r - • '- •- ....__ 
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"The coolie immigrants to the Natal coast were no band 

of merchant adventurers seeking their fortunes but who 

nevert~eless carried with t~em a centuries-old tradition 

and an inherent tenacity of. which their physique -

described by one observer as'miserable in the extreme' 

-gave no promise." 2 

The conditions of their contract were simply stated. 

The labourers were indentured to their employers for 

three years - afterwards, lengthening to five years -

at a wage of ten shillings (R1,00) per month, rising by 

one shi
1
lling a month with each year of service. 

They were provided with housing accommodation and rations, 

which latter cost their employer somewhere about eight 

shillings a month. 

"As someone remarked, 'It was the cheapest contract 

labour in the world '."3 

At the end .of his indentured service, the labourer had 

three choices: he could return to India at the expense 

of the Government; he could reindenture for a further 

term of service; he could accept a piece of Crown land 

of value e~ual to the cost of his return passage to India. 

There are no statistics availableto show how the immigrants 

reactedto these choices. What we do know is that the 

majority of them chose to be free men and to settle on 

the Crown land which was the reward of their service. 

As the labourers became free, the employers were faced 

with their initial difficulty of obt8;-ining labourers 

for the plantations. Moreover, in 1865, as a result 

of som~ dissatisfaction on the part of the Government of 

India about the treatment of Indians, emigration was 

stopped. The owners of the sugar fields were faced with 

2 

3 

........... 
CALPIN, G. H-. _I_n_di_· _an_s_i_n_;.s ... 6_u;..;t_h.....;;Af;;;;;.;;.r.;;;i..;;c.=a, p. 46. 

~.,p.48·. 
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a serious labour problem. A memorandum was drawn up in 

1872 asking for the re-introduction of Indian labourers. 

As a result of this clamour, renewed representations were 

made to the Government of India, and il.lmigration was 

re-introduced in 1874. This time a new qualification was 

added to the terms of contract. The Indian labourer had 

to serve five yea:rs instead of three, and was not allowed 

to return to India until he had resided in the Colony 

for ten years. This stipulation was introduced in order 

to ensµre a supply of free Indian labourers for industrial . 

enterprises, other than sugar. 

LIFE IN INDIA 

Pundit Mewa Misra was born at Mujawna, District 

Darbhanga, in the province of Biha:r on 30 August 1863. 

As a scholar he had a brilliant career. Despite 

prejudice, he studied English, and after passinz the 

Entrance Examination, he joined the Temple Medical 

School of Patna of Calcutta University in 1892 on a 

scholarship which he received from the. Resident Magistrate, 

Raj Kissoon Bahadur, but the lure of a new land attracted 

him. 

His father was a farmer who had a farm of some hundred 

acres on which he planted rice. He had one brother 

and one sister. His nephew - Dinanath Misra and his 

family are still living on his father's farm in 

Mujauna, District Samastipur, P.O. Nirpur. 

ARRIVAL IN NATAL 

After completing the second yearat Medical School he 

came to Natal under indenture in May 1895 aboard the 

SS UMZINTO accompanied by his wife, Balraj, whom he 

married in India. 
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fell ill on board ship and on being examined by t~e 

ship's doctor, and on being questioned as to the nature 

of his illness, he spoke to the doctor in English which 

came as a shock to him. On further enquiry it was found 

that he was a second year medical student and he was 

thus asked to join the ship's medical team. 

FIRST PLACE OF EMPLOYMENT 

On arrival in Natal he refused to work on the sugar 

plantations. Therefore, he was employed as a clerk in 

an accoµntant's office of the Natal Government Railway, 

due to his excellent knowledge of English. Here bad 

blood developed between him and a European clerk who 

asked r~m to wash his tea cup which he refused to do . . 

One day Mewa returned late from lunch and somebody found 

it a good enough reason to dismiss him. 

SUBSEQUENT PLACE OP EMPLOYMENT 

He was later transferred to Briardene where he was 

employed by the Natal Government Railways as the only 

Indian Station Master in South Africa. He was stationed 

at Greenwood Park. 

An interesting anecdote was related to me by his son 

Kedarnath Misra. Being learned in both Synskrit and 

Hindi, he was in great demand as a priest. One night, 

while he was out performing his priestly duties, he 

left his wife, Balraj, to stand in for him as 

station master. Somehow, someone appare~tly discovered 

her disguise and reported her to the authorities. Mewa 

was absolutely furious when told about this incident 

and he threatened to inflict grievous bodily harm on 

the informant - such was his t emper. He was very 

aggressive by nature and stood up for his rights. 

His indenture period ended in 1900. 
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On completion of his indenture period, he purchased a 
ten-acre farm at Avoca on which he planted sugar cane. 
He later moved to Clairwood and settled in Jacobs Road 
from where he operated a transport service. The house 
in Clairwood was destroyed by fire. Around 1918 he moved 
to Happy Valley. Later he sold the land to the Mobil 
Oil Refinery and went back to India with his second son 
Jadunath who was the only one to follow in his father's 
footsteps, as a priest. On his return to South Africa, 
he moved to Booth Road in Mayville where he continued 
his transport service. There were no fixed routes in 
those days and it was not surprising to find that buses 
operated from Booth Road to Clairwood to Jacobs and 
later from Umhlatuzana to Durban. 

Since he could not drive, the bus service was run by 
his three sons - Jadunath, Raghunath and Bisnath 
and another driver. He became wealthy at Booth Road 
and this enabled him to make several trips to India. 

Around 1927 he went to Kranskop with a proposal of 
marriage for one of his daughters and immediately 
fell in ·1ove with the place. Therefore, he bought a 
350 acre wattle plantation at Silverstream, Kranskop, 
for about £300. However, he did not pay cash for the 
farm. Just before harvest time a fire destroyed his 
entire wattle crop. He could not meet the instalments 
on the farm and the deed of sale was foreclosed. He 
subsequently sold his property at Booth Road to meet his 
commitments. He then moved to another property in Booth 
Road where he built a shack. Apparently the shack still 
stands to this present day. 

He then moved to Lot 14 (Townview), Stanger where he 
bought a ten-acre farm on which he grew pineapples, 
bananas and kept a few cows for milk. 
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· He served the Hindu community as a priest from the time 

of his arrival till 1962. His eyesight and hearing 

began to fail but he still read his religious books 

till the day of his death. 

As a priest he was called by the Courts to interpret 

the Hindu code of law on marriages. Justice Carter 

of the Natal Benchhighly commended him for his 

interpretations. He was a upholder of the Sanathan 

Dharma. He was the first President ·of the Sanathan 

Dharma Sabha of Natal. ·He was the only trustee of the 

Hindu Temple of Sea Cow Lake. During his sojourn in 

South Africa he made fifteen trips to India. The last 
I 

voyage was made in 1962at the age of 99! 

His life passed through the coronation of all the 

monarchs of the British Empire from the time of Queen 

' Victoria to Queen Elizabeth 11. On the occasion of 

the marriage of Queen Elizabeth 11 and coronation he 

sent special addresses to her. The Queen sent two personal 

letters in reply. 

He was a special friend of the late Sir Marshall Campbell 

a.a:. Senator Clarkson. Mr Stead of the Indian Affairs 

Department and Mr Punt the master of the Supreme Court 

of Natal knew him as a friend. 

He passed away peacefully on 25 August 1964 at the age of 

101. 

CONCLUSION 

Pundit Mewa Misra was a very staunch believer of the 

caste system which is very much alive in present-day 

India. One of the reasons for his many trips to India 

was to ensure that his children married in the right 

caste • 
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0F .SHIP'S LIST OF INDIAN I MMIGRANT 

FERENCE NUMBER 29/2/2/4 (40) 

COLONIAL NUMBER 58197 

SERIAL NUMBER 

DATE OF ARRIVAL 

NAME OF SHIP 

NAME 
FATHER'S NAME 

AGE 
SEX 

• CASTE 
HEIGHT 
NID'T OF KIN 
IF MARRIED TO WHOM 

DISTRICT 
VILLAGE 

BODILY MARK 
VACCINATED 
RErTAR.'r{S 

152 
29. 3. 1895. 

S.S. UMZINTO 

Mewa 

Ramlal 

25 years 

Male 

Thalrur + 

5 feet 5 inches 

(Wife Balraj) 

(Balraj) 

Samastipur 

Mujauna 

Scar on knee 

Yes 

............ 

Ship ' s list contains certain inaccuracies: 

1. Caste 

2. Next of kin 

3. Marital Status 

Brahmin and not Thakur 

As indicated within brackets 

Married 

It would appear that Mewa Misra was covering his tracks. 

He was a medical student who fled from India. A probable 

explanation for giving caste as Thakur and not Brahmin was 

that Bra.hmins were regarded as troublem&.kers and for some 

reason deemed to be lazy. Recruiting agents were reluctant 

to bring Bra}',..mins because they had a very bad track record 

for labour. They were not of the labouring class. They were 

never field workers. It was below their dignity to hoe, rake 

or plough. ,.. 
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LIST OF INDIAN IMMIGRANT 

" ·. iiEFERENCE NUMBER 

SERIAL NUMBER 

COLONIAL NUMBER 

DATE OF ARRIVAL 

NAME OF SHIP 

NAME 
FATHER'S NAME 

AGE 
SEX 
CASTE 
HEIGHT 
NEXT OF KIN 

IF MARRIED TO WHOM 

DISTRICT 
TALUQ 
VILLAGE 
BODILY f,1.Ai'tK 

SMALLPOX OR VACCINATED 

REMARKS 

29/2/2/ 4 ( 1 ) 

159 
58202 

29. J. 1895 

S.S. UMZINTO 

Balraj 

Sheonet 

20 years 

· Female 

Chattri 

4 feet 9½ inches 

' ......... . 
•••••• • •••• 
Partalegark 

Raniganj 

Roh Kolan 

Scar on back of left shin 

Vaccinated 

•••••••••• 
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