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This dissertation is concerned with an historical examination of Indian 

Interpreters in the British Colony of Natal during the period, 1880 to 1910. 

These civil servants were intermediaries between the Colonial State and the 

wider Indian population, who apart from the ‘Indentureds’, included 

storekeepers, traders, politicians, railway workers, constables, court 

messengers, teachers and domestic servants. As members of an Indian elite 

and the Natal Civil Service, they were pioneering figures in overcoming the 

shackles of Indenture but at the same time they were active agents in the 

perpetuation of colonial oppression, and hegemonic imperialist ideas. Theirs 

was an ambiguous and liminal position, existing between worlds, as 

Occidentals and Orientals.  
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In translation one becomes a trickster, too clever by far and too concerned 

with mastery. I envy those who live in the power of their own language, who 

were not deprived of the immediacy by which creativity finds its form.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Gerda Lerner. Why History Matters: Life and Thought. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997, 49. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

The aim of this thesis is to examine the role of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal during the 

years 1880 to 1910. In 1860 the Colony was mainly occupied by Indian Indentured workers, as well as 

Africans and European settlers. The British government had arranged for indentured workers to work on the 

sugar plantations of the Colony. To facilitate communication between the colonialists and the indentureds, 

interpreters were employed in the Natal Civil Service. Considering the important part played by interpreters in 

facilitating contact, communication, cultural exchange, social upliftment, conflict resolution as well as 

disseminating imperial ideology in the colonial period, there have been surprisingly few individual or 

collective historical biographies of these influential individuals. Many of the historians writing on Indian 

history in Natal with particular reference to the Indian elite, nationalism and eventual emancipation from 

indenture have extolled the virtues and trumpeted the accomplishments of a few men like Gandhi and Polak 

to the exclusion of many other voices and characters. This thesis aims to expose the Indian Interpreters in the 

Colony, and attempts to understand their various personalities, talents and skills, limitations and most 

importantly investigate their ‘petty bourgeois’1 status and role in the rise of Indian nationalism in Natal. 

 

There has been very little examination of these interpreters and the role they played as conduits 

between the Colonial Government and the Indian population. For the most part the broader literature on 

interpreters and interpretation depicts them either as victims, ‘weathercocks buffeted by the shifting political 

winds in one or both cultures,’ and docile subjects or as heroes, master mediators, intercultural brokers and 

“special servants.”2 While there is some truth to both of these views, neither characterization does justice to 

the colourful lives, complex roles, opportunistic careers and contradictions embodied by these interpreters. In 

examining the culturally ambiguous characters that served as interpreters in the Natal Civil Service, it is not 

possible to construct a single composite portrait that would sufficiently represent the diversity of their 

motives, choices, and life experiences. They were from the upper echelons of society and before entering the 

Civil Service underwent a process of acculturation/transculturation as they acquired the English language. 

                                                       
1 The phrase ‘petty bourgeois’ is used in this thesis in a Marxist sense to “designate the strata between the bourgeoisie and the working 

class.” The phrase is used simply to situate these interpreters as part of the middle class, and not necessarily with any negative 
connotations or attributes. See Tom Bottomore. A Dictionary of Marxist Thought. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publisher Limited, 1983, 333. 

2 See Frances Karttunen. (ed) Between Worlds: Interpreters, Guides, and Survivors. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1994, 
Malcolm McFee. “The 150% man: a product of Blackfoot acculturation,” American Anthropologist 70, Washington DC: American 
Anthropologist Association, 1968: 1096-1107; J. Frederick Fausz. “‘Middlemen in peace and war’: Virginia’s earliest Indian interpreters, 
1608-1632,” Journal of American History 75, Bloomington Ind.: Organisation of American Historians, June 1988: 41-64; Joy Brain. 
‘Indentured and free Indians in the economy of Colonial Natal’ in Guest, Bill and Sellers, John M, (eds.) Enterprise and Exploitation in a 
Victorian Colony: Aspects of the Economic and Social History of Colonial Natal. Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1985, 226, and Bill 
Guest. ‘Gandhi’s Natal: The State of the colony in 1893,’ in Natalia: Journal of the Natal Society; 23-24, Pietermaritzburg: Natal Society 
Library, December 1993 and December 1994, 72. 



tu rbans  and  t op  ha t s… 
 
 

- 9 - 

Although the linguistic skills of these “middlemen” may have made them more sensitive to the cultural values 

of both parties, it is important to remember that these extraordinary individuals acting as mediators were 

ordinary men in pursuit of their own self-interest. Collectively, however, their individual actions and ‘personal 

dramas influenced, changed, and sometimes even dictated the course of colonial development.’3 Unlike the 

indentured Indians these interpreters were not mere “units of labour” that could be replaced with 

comparative ease, and Natal’s colonial government was deeply dependent upon them.  

 

By 1909 there were approximately 26 interpreters in the Magistrate’s Court, Supreme Court and 

Protector of Immigrants Office. Of these some, like Henry Louis Paul, Chelivum Stephen, David Vinden, R. 

Moodaly, Anthony Peters, A. Ruffe, Frank Ward, and J. S. Joshua were particularly more well-known. And as 

intermediaries and spokespersons of the Indian people they often came into serious conflict with the Natal 

Government and with the Indian ‘community’ as well. They were attracted to the prestige and kudos 

bestowed on them by the English language, culture and society but were not zealous advocates of the 

Colonial Government. Despite this, Colonial administrators such as Magistrates recognized the importance of 

winning the favour of these linguistic and cultural mediators and ensured that even when complaints were 

made against them, it was almost always the Interpreter that was awarded the benefit of the doubt over the 

indentured Indian.4 The interpreters facilitated interlocution but through this process became culturally 

disoriented and found themselves caught in the trappings of English middle class way of life. Some 

interpreters developed a confused and divided sense of allegiance as a result of the immersion experience, in 

that they would don themselves with three-piece suits, pocket watches, and cane sticks. And yet, ironically it 

is evident that they also possessed an ardent sense of Indian nationalism and were responsible for 

spearheading and forging a nationalist movement. Despite their compromised position within the civil service 

it would have been very surprising if these interpreters had not seen the injustice of indenture and colonial 

society around them.   

 

There is a vast and intensive body of work regarding indenture and Indians in South Africa, but what 

is lacking is personal history, individual narratives and experiences. By looking at individual agency, as Shula 

Marks argues, a new social history can be formulated.5 For the most part Indians were considered by the state 

and employers to be dispensable components of a capitalist labour system. The lives lived by our ancestors 

have passed down from generation to generation, stories of fetching water, stealing mangoes, walking to 

school barefoot, selling samoosas and murkhu have become common stories and anecdotes grandparents 

                                                       
3 Karttunen. Between Worlds: Interpreters, Guides, and Survivors. 
4 See Table 15 in Appendix, which gives a list of the interpreters in the different magisterial district and the Indian languages spoken, and 

more importantly shows how District Magistrates found no fault with their interpreters. 
5 Shula Marks. The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa: Class, Nationalism, and the State in Twentieth-Century Natal. Johannesburg: Ravan 

Press, 1986, 8. 
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entertain their grandchildren with. These are the experiences that make the history of Indians in South Africa 

such a vivid one and it is these very stories that are absent from any official account. But personal testimonies 

present in archival records such as letters, affidavits, depositions and newspaper articles can be exploited for 

creating this social history.  

 

The interpreters selected for this study, Vinden, Ward, Peters, Stephen, Burns, and Paul, represent 

what Marks describes as the “politics of the tightrope” and the “ambiguities of dependence.”6 Chapter Two 

examines David Vinden, who was an interpreter in the Ladysmith Magistracy, and his interaction with the 

Colonial Government and the Indian population. And through this analysis, it is possible to understand his 

ambiguity in being Indian and belonging to the Natal Civil Service, and how because of his petty bourgeois 

manner he saw himself as being superior to the ‘lower class’ Indians and Africans. Chapter Three briefly 

discusses Ward, Peters, Stephen7 and Burns by investigating specific incidents that depict their individual 

characteristics and unique role as interpreters and as members of the elite. This chapter will also offer a 

comparison with the Indian Civil Service and interpreters in the British India context. Analysing Henry Louis 

Paul in Chapter Four will illustrate the role of the intelligentsia in the rise of nationalism in ‘nation without 

states,’ and his relationship with Gandhi. Paul remains by far the most complex and ambiguous interpreter of 

them all. He, more than any other interpreter epitomises the contradictory nature of being Indian in race, 

speaking the English language and an interpreter for the British Empire. Some contemporary commentators 

have argued that he was an ‘unsung hero,’8 yet there are depositions and letters, which illustrate vividly the 

animosity towards him by the Indentured Indians.  

 

Studying these bilingual members of the Indian intelligentsia provides invaluable information on the 

lives led by the elite in comparison to that of the working class. When she discusses the ‘new’ Indian elite of 

Natal in Gandhi, The South African Experience, Maureen Swan states that some of the specific occupations of the 

new elite are largely unknown.9 However this should not be allowed to remain the case. The Pietermaritzburg 

Archives house abundant sources that relate not only to Indian interpreters, but traders, court messengers, 

police officials, constable and postmasters. They were certainly members of a bourgeoisie in Natal, but they 

were much more than that and hardly deserving of being dismissively labelled as ‘elitist.’ They were journalists 

writing for newspapers such as the African Chronicle and Indian Opinion, (this being L. M. Naidoo, S. P. Pillay 

and Suchitt Maharaj, who was also a member of the Examinations Board.) They were not only members of  

                                                       
6 Marks. The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa, 2, 6, 8. 
7 Stephen was a Supreme Court Interpreter and also acted as a Puisne Judge, while the others were interpreters in the Resident Magistrates 

of the different districts in Natal. 
8 Rajendra and Romilla Chetty. Gandhi and the secret role of Henry Paul. Sunday Times, 5 December 1999. Found at  

http://www.suntimes.co.za/1999/12/05/arts/durban/aned06.htm, accessed on the 29th September 2002. 
9 Maureen Swan. Gandhi: The South African Experience. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1985, 11. 
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the Natal Indian Congress, but also the Durban Indian Society, the Natal Indian Patriotic Society, and the 

Natal Indian Teachers Association. They belonged to and formed various sporting clubs and for these and 

other reasons, as this thesis will illustrate, they may be understood and interpreted as possessing a genuine 

concern for the Indian public. But then how do we square this with the numerous complaints by Indians 

about their incompetency as Interpreters and their incomplete knowledge of the languages, as well as the 

accusations of extortion, bribery and assault made against them?10 For instance, a letter sent to the Colonial 

Secretary by Soobadoo, a free Indian clearly describes the problems faced by the Indian ‘community’ with 

interpreters. 

 
I have the honour to bring to your notice what I consider a great hardship that I have been subject to. 

Yesterday I sued one Veerasamy the Resident Magistrates Court City Division and whilst I speak the 

Telegu Language the interpreter could only speak Tamil language, so that we could not understand 

each other and by-standers in the court who came speak English and Telegu are aware that all the 

answers that I made on examination were to distorted on being rendered into English that I lost the 

case and am now without remedy in the matter.11 

 

It might be argued that this has a great deal to do with the privileged position of the interpreters within the 

colonial hierarchy and the fact that ordinary Indians were so dependent on them. The complaints themselves 

might be viewed as a reflection of the ambiguity of the interpreters’ position. There was no way that they 

could keep all those who depended on them in the Colony happy, not the government, nor the ordinary 

Indians and so complaints were inevitable.  

 

By focussing primarily on Vinden, Ward, Peters, Stephen, Burns and Paul it will be shown that a 

study of these interpreters is fundamental in understanding the relationship between the Colonial State and 

the Indian ‘community.’ These Indian Interpreters were located in the interstices of the socio-political 

crosscurrents of the European coloniser and the colonised Indian. The identity of these interpreters was 

constructed around the politics of difference and separation from both the Indian and British populations, 

but this designation is itself ambivalent and contradictory. Thus, the politicisation of their position in the 

Natal Civil Service and public view stems from their bilingualism being used by the Colonial Government in 

                                                       
10 Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository (PAR), Colonial Secretary Office (CSO), 1166/1887/5255, All the Indians in Durban, prefer 

certain complaints against an Indian Interpreter named Suban, and one John in the protectors office, 1887; PAR, CSO, 
1273/1890/5763, S Chimiken and Co and Others, Indian Merchants. Complaint of incapacity of the Indian Interpreter in the 
Magistrates Court, Newcastle, 1890; PAR, CSO, 1298/1891/2972, M Sinappen and Company. Complaint of the incompetency of HL 
Paul, the Indian Interpreter, Durban Division, 1891; PAR, CSO, 2602/C91/1909, Complaints against Moodley, Indian Interpreter, 
Umlazi Court, 1909; PAR, PMG (Post Master General), 26/GP0161/1891, D Vinden, Indian Postmaster and Interpreter, Ladysmith 
committed for trial on a charge of obtaining money under false pretences, 1891. 

11 PAR, CSO, 1177/1888/141, Soobadoo, free Indian, states that the Indian Interpreter to the court of the Resident Magistrate City 
Division is unable to speak the Telegu dialect of the Indian language, 1888. 
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maintaining and legitimising their power. Before delving into this history of the Interpreters, it is however, 

necessary to understand why the Natal Government needed them. To do this, Chapter One will provide a 

background to Natal, Indentured Indians, and the nature of translators and interpreters within the/an Empire 

as well as considering why so little research exists that investigates the roles played by these interpreters. This 

thesis is both a social history, given that it is more about the lives led by these interpreters outside of the 

courtroom, and a narrative history that seeks to discover these individuals from a position of belonging both 

to the Empire and the colonised nation. 
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C h a p t e r  O n e  

INDENTURE, INTERPRETERS AND EMPIRE 

That your memorialists beg most respectfully to state that the Supreme Court of Natal at 

Pietermaritzburg has no Indian Interpreter, and when cases have to be heard, the interpreter at the 

resident magistrate’s court at Verulam has to be sent for, thus causing a delay, which is unnecessary, 

of all Indian cases that may come before the court at Verulam during his absence, and that the Indian 

interpreters at the resident magistrate’s court at Durban and other places have not a thorough 

knowledge of Tamil, Telegoo, and Hindoostani, and the Indian languages commonly used in the 

Colony, causing a misunderstanding between the bench and other suitors, thereby preventing justice 

being properly meted out to your memorialists, as British Indian Subjects, consequently entailing great 

loss, injury and inconvenience to them. Your memorialists therefore earnestly pray that your 

Excellency may be pleased to ask the Colonial Government to be so good as to have competent 

interpreters in all Natal courts.1 

 

On the 14th of July 1884, fourteen years after indentured Indians2 had arrived in the Colony of Natal; 

a petition headed by a certain Mr M. A. Doorasamy Pillay was sent to the Viceroy of India complaining about 

the level of interpreting in the Colony.3 Mr Pillay had arrived in the Colony of Natal in 1883 as a deck 

passenger aboard the Coldstream and on arriving, applied to register as a legal practitioner. He claimed to speak 

Tamil, Telegu, Sanskrit, English, Hindustani and French but was unsuccessful in his application for a post as 

an interpreter in Durban and Pietermaritzburg. He then moved to Ladysmith where he initiated this petition 

among the residents of Klip River. It was not long after that he moved out of the Colony to Kimberley where 

he began a business as a legal adviser. He placed an advertisement in the Diamond Fields Advertiser, stating “the 

undersigned begs to inform the public that they may seek for legal advise free from the difficulty they have to 

                                                 
1 Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository (PAR) G. H. (Government House), 318, 1883-6, Petition submitted by the traders and 

shopkeepers from Mauritius and other colonies, in Surendra Bhana and Bridglal Pachai. (eds) A Documentary History of Indian South 
Africans. Cape Town: David Philip, 1984, 10. 

2 I use the term Indentured here to distinguish between Indians slaves that had first arrived in the Cape Colony in 1760. According to 
Bradlow and Cairns in The Early Cape Muslims: a study of their mosques, genealogy and origins and E. S Reddy, an anti-apartheid activist for the 
United Nations Organisation and member of the Council of Trustees of the International Defence and Aid Fund for Southern Africa, 
people from India were sold into slavery in the Cape Colony and by the early nineteenth century the number of slaves from India were 
1195 and comprised 36.4 per cent of the total 3 283 number of slaves. By this time there were only 875 African slaves. Found at 
http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/solidarity/indiasa3.html accessed on the 29th of June 2002. Meer et al, Documents of Indentured 
Labour, on citing A. J. Böeseken, reiterates this point by stating that during the eighteenth and nineteenth century, over 50 percent of 
the slaves in the Cape were either from Bengal or Southern India. See also Frank R. Bradlow and Margaret Cairns. The Early Cape 
Muslims: a study of their mosques, genealogy and origins. Cape Town: Balkema, 1978, 102. 

3 Bhana and Pachai. (eds) A Documentary History of Indian South Africans, 10. 
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undergo in explaining the elements or circumstances of their case or cases to any of the legal members 

unacquainted with their Indian dialects i.e. Madrasie, Telvogoo [sic], Hindustanie and Sanscrit [sic] as well as 

French through illiterate interpreters … to avoid inconvenience, misunderstandings, confusion and risks that 

may naturally occur. Signed M. Doorasamy Pillay.”4 The petition as well as the advertisement aptly illustrates 

the dilemma experienced by Indians in the Colony in terms of language, bureaucracy and justice; and situates 

their experience within the milieu of the system of indenture and diaspora. By 1911, there were approximately 

152 184 indentured Indians in Natal, but only an estimated 26 Indian interpreters and clerks in the Colony.5  

 

Tinker argues that indentured labour was fundamentally a “new system of slavery,”6 while Henry 

Polak, writing in the early 1900’s argued that indenture was a system of temporary slavery. He stated that 

Indians were treated as “a mere chattel, a machine, a commercial asset to be worked to its fullest capacity, 

regardless of the human element, careless of the play of human passions. The system lends itself to 

heartlessness and cruelty, if not on the part of the employers, then on that of his Sidars and overseers.”7 As 

the sugar industry expanded in Natal, the need for cheap, dispensable labour became necessary and 

immediate. As a result the great Indian diaspora began with non-indentured Indians following their brethren 

in search of the opportunity of free business and enterprise.8 Since the British Empire had abolished slavery 

in 1833 and slaves had been emancipated by 1834, and Africans here in the Colony of Natal had ‘refused’ to 

work, labour thus had to be harvested from within the Empire and Indian labourers/‘coolies’ were key in 

filling this shortage. A system of indentured labour was thus implemented and consequently became a means 

through which British capitalist expansion was perpetuated. There were many reasons why Natal was in need 

of labour, such factors as the rising mining industry and the resilience of the African homestead economy 

within the context of the Shepstone system were especially important. In order to satisfy “the quantity of 

labour demanded” by the production of tea, coffee and sugar, an abundant and cheap supply of labour was 

essential.9 It was in 1855 after a visit of Sir George Grey to Natal, that the possibility of recruiting ‘Coolie’ 

labour was proposed to the Indian Government. The first shipment of Indians was located to estates along  

                                                 
4 Surendra Bhana and Joy Brain. Setting Down Roots: Indian migrants in South Africa, 1860-1911. Johannesburg: University of the 

Witwatersrand Press, 1990, 104. (Diamonds Fields Advertiser, 27 February 1885.) 
5 Bhana and Brain.  Setting Down Roots, 15. 
6 Hugh Tinker.  A New System Of Slavery: The Export Of Indian Labour Overseas, 1830-1920.  London: Oxford University Press, 1974. 
7 H. S. L. Polak. The Indians in South Africa, Helots within the Empire and how they are treated. Madras: G. A. Natesan and Co., 1909, 6. Sidars 

were Indian overseers on the sugar plantations. 
8 It is interesting to highlight that in Setting Down Roots, Bhana and Brain state that with the thousands of indentureds that went to 

Mauritius, the Caribbean, Sri Lanka, Mayalasia and Fiji this secondary movement of independent traders and merchants was generated. 
9 See Bhana and Brian, Setting Down Roots, and Norman Etherington. ‘The ‘Shepstone System’ in the Colony of Natal and beyond the 

borders,’ in Andrew Duminy and Bill Guest. Natal and Zululand, From Earliest Times to 1910: A New History. Pietermaritzburg: University 
of Natal Press, 1989. The Shepstone system was a British Colonial system of indirect rule implemented by Theophilus Shepstone. 
Around 1887, Shepstone established reserves for ‘natives’, which would be ruled by the chiefs but under colonial supervision. With this 
system it was difficult for Africans to leave the reserves and find work on the sugar plantations. Moreover, with the prosperity that the 
mining industry initially promised, Africans found it to be a more viable and lucrative option than working on the sugar farms.  
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the sugar belt of Natal, and they came primarily from small villages in Madras and Calcutta. With the largest 

number of indentured labourers coming from the Madras Presidency, which included the regions of Madras, 

Andhra Pradesh and Orissa and the Ganges Valley. In addition, there were also a significant number of 

individual immigrants from Bombay, Goa, Nepal, Burma and Kashmir and, after the turn of the twentieth 

century, Passenger Indians largely from the Surat District.10 Not only does this show that the Indians in Natal 

came from diverse traditions and lifestyles, and thus had to create a hybridised culture that would cater to that 

variety, but more importantly that they spoke an array of dialects and languages. In the years to come though 

this would prove to be a serious impediment for the Natal Government as well as Indentured Indians, 

merchants, traders, storekeepers, and domestic servants. As C. G. Henning has stated: “The administration of 

the law becomes not only complicated, but confusing, particularly if it is borne in mind that the … majority 

(the Indians) were ignorant of the law partly because they could not read English.”11  

 

When the Truro arrived in Natal on the 16 November 1860, 340 men, women and children were 

placed along the coast from Umzinto to Verulam. However, it appears from the reports given by Coolie 

Agent Edmund Tatham there was only one interpreter on board. It is possible to assume then that one 

interpreter had to be shared between the North and South coast, making government administration and 

Indian settlement complicated to say the least.12 According to Brain, when the Truro arrived in Natal, the 

Natal Courier had reported that of the 89 Christians immigrants on board, some of them were able to read and 

write. She goes on to say that one woman, who had been in the service of Reverend Crompton of Pinetown 

spoke very good English and was able to write “her name in Tamil ‘with wonderful facility.’”13 

Consequentially, she acted as an interpreter in the Resident Magistrate’s Court within the first two weeks of 

her arrival. This then implies one of two things. First, she had either received some sort of Macaulayite 

system of education and thus was from a well-off family, or that she received a mission education, with the 

latter being more likely since she was in the service of Rev. Crompton. She may have been one of the first 

interpreters in the Colony of Natal and the only woman interpreter during the entire period of Indenture, but 

nothing more is known about her. 

 

The problem of language, literacy, and communication caused immediate difficulties for the 

establishment and settlement of the Indians of servitude in Natal. For instance when the first indentured 

labourers arrived in South Africa, Davarum, a 30-year-old male emigrant from Madras, had placed his 

thumbprint to a document he could neither read nor understand. The document stated, “We the adult male  

                                                 
10 Bhana and Brain.  Setting Down Roots, 27. 
11 C. G.  Henning. The Indentured Indian in Natal (1860-1917). New Delhi: Promilla, 1993, 59. 
12 PAR, Colonial Secretary Office (CSO), 126/1189/1860, 23 November 1860, PAR, CSO, 126/1208/1860, 27 November 1860. 
13 Joy P Brain.  Christians Indians in Natal 1860-1911: An Historical and Statistical Study.  Cape Town: Oxford University Press, 1983, 246. 
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emigrants, do hereby agree to serve the employer to whom we may respectively be allotted by the Natal 

Government under the Natal Act No. 14 of 1859 and we all understand the terms under which we are 

engaged…”14 The problems this raised communication and dissemination of information to indentured 

Indians by officials who could not speak the Indian language represented a serious problem. Consequently, 

the urgent need for interpreters and translators increased. As this thesis shows, the problems surrounding 

illiteracy and English become evident as many of the depositions given in court, apart from being translated 

into English by these interpreters, had to be scribed by them as well. Moreover, the Indians were heavily 

dependent on interpreters since they had no other official means whereby their complaints and depositions 

could be recorded.  

 

After the first period of indenture was over and Indians were allowed to return to India, re-indenture 

or settle in Natal, complaints and protests against the interpreters began to increase and evolve into a 

contentious issue. A possible reason for this was that an increasing number of Indians were no longer simply 

‘units of labour’ and ‘subjects’ but were interacting with the Government as ‘citizens’ of the Colony, and so 

this called for a more open and considerate bureaucracy. One of the reasons for advancing this argument is 

that the official records of the Natal Government show that these complaints and grievances against 

Interpreters begin after 1870 and become more frequent and serious in the 1880s.15 While translation has 

played and plays a key role in the development of world cultures, translators and interpreters have also been 

especially crucial as active agents in the perpetuation of colonial oppression, and hegemonic imperialist ideas 

of Indianness. Apart from being members of the imperial Natal Civil Service, these interpreters were also 

members of an Anglicised Indian elite. In the popular history of Indians in Natal, there are two distinct (and 

exclusive) categories: the Indentured Indians and Gandhi. . “Indians are treated in the existing literature as an 

undifferentiated mass, distinctions and differences within the Indian community are ignored.”16 There is little 

room for the storekeepers, traders, politicians, railway workers, constables, court messengers, teachers, 

domestic servants and especially interpreters.17 

                                                 
14 Illustrated History of South Africa, Expanded second edition.  Cape Town, The Reader’s Digest Association South Africa, 1992, 222. 
15 See also Rajend Mesthrie. Language in Indenture – A Sociolinguistic History of Bhojpuri-Hindi in South Africa. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand 

University Press, 1991, 111. 
16 Goolam Vahed. Swami Shankeranand and the Consolidation of Hinduism. Journal for the Study of Religion, 10:2, September, 1997,1 
17 There were six definitions or groups of Indians in Natal, “Indentured Indian”- One who had been introduced, under the provisions of 

the various Acts dealing with Indian Immigration, by the Immigration Trust Board, “Re-indentured Indian” – One whose time had 
expired since the operation of Law 17, 1895 and had thereof elected to re-indenture himself under the provisions of that Act, “Free 
Indian”- this being one who had completed his indenture prior to the coming into operation of Law 17, 1895, and who was therefore 
not liable to the payment of £3 license, and had forfeited his right to a right to a return passage, but may have reigned same by 
indenturing under Law 42, 1905. “Time Expired Indian” – One whose indenture had expired subsequent to the operation of Law 17, 
1895, “Colonial Born Indian” – The child born in Natal, of the “Free Indian,” or of a “Time Expired Indian” who elected to pay £3 
license and remain in the Colony without re-indenture under Law 17, 95, or, of an Indian who arrived in the Colony at his own 
expense, as an ordinary Colonist, and independently of the Indian Immigration Trust Board. The latter description is that of a “Free 
Immigrant”. See Y.S. Meer. et al.  Documents Of Indentured Labourers, 1852-1917.  Durban: Institute of Black Research, 1980. 
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From the official sources available it is possible to deduce that the experiences endured by 

indentured and domestic servants was common and widespread. Unlike this new elite, they were products of 

proletarisation and were thus victims of a class and race struggle. Despite the right to claim a free return 

passage to India, as laid down by Act 17 of 1895, 8 800 Indians had re-indentured to their original employers 

by 1909. This is somewhat surprising given that life under indenture in Natal was severe, if not brutal.18 In a 

letter sent to The Indian Patriot, dated the 16th of April 1909, Mr. Naidu, a Madras emigrant wrote to the Indian 

Government, appealing and complaining to his brethren in South India. “By the revelations that it makes, the 

oppression that is describes and the dangers that it mentions,” the appeal shows that by 1909, the living 

conditions of Indentured Indians in Natal had not improved in fifty years.19 Mr. Naidu says “Time or space 

will not suffice to describe the suffering of our Indian by agreeing to become slaves for 5 years to the white 

masters.”20 In a review of the appeal sent to India an article run on the same day in The Indian Patriot, said “the 

colour of skin is an enemy of the Indian, only so far as it makes him, in the eyes of the white man, less of a 

human being.”21 The article offers an insightful and stark glimpse into the lives led by indentured labourers. 

 

                                                 
18 PAR, CSO, 2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the “Indian Patriot.”  

Letter from the Colonial Secretary to the Under Secretary to the Government of Madras, Public Department, Ootacamund. The awful 
experiences of indenture can be seen in the number of suicides in Natal during this time. Julie Parle argues that Indians in Colonial 
Natal had the highest rate of suicide and even though the official records state that the reason for this increment was the individual, but 
from studies on Indian suicide in Natal, one of the cause for these high rates among the Indentureds was the condition of life under 
indenture, which as the records show was ‘brutal.’ See Julie Parle. “Death in Black and White: Suicide, Statistics, and the Construction 
of Race in Natal, 1880-1916.” Paper presented on the 2nd October 2002 at the Department of Historical Studies, University of Natal, 
Durban: History and African Studies Seminar. 

19 PAR, CSO, 2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the “Indian Patriot.”  
The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening April 16 1909. 

20 PAR, CSO, 2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the “Indian Patriot.”  
The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening April 16 1909, Indians In Natal, Horrors Of Life, Sensational Details, The Revelations. 

21 PAR, CSO, 2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the “Indian Patriot.”  
The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening April 16 1909. See Appendix, The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening, April 16, 1909, Image 8. 
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Image 1: ‘Indians in Natal: Horrors of Life. Sensational Details.’ The Indian Patriot, 16 April 1909. 

- - -TJIII: IND1Ali PATRIOT FRIDA ~ EVENING APRIL 16 1909. Ii? 

INDIANS IN NIo.TAL. 

HOIIIIIOIII. 0' LI'I. 

Tho (ollo,,'1l8' apj)elll haa been /lenl to 
u. for publie8lion by Mr. Naidu from 
Durban, Natal. 

BRBTUltlJ.S".-Al preeent most of ~ho 
emigrants to NataJ are pl'\lOllOdiD8' ebieRy 
fromthalladru PfMideDCY. U III rul6 
nona comes here u an immigrant from 
tho Bombn Pretid.noy. Followill3 ,bt, 
(lumple. DO one migrate. to ,hiacountry 
from Benpl aleo lOr tha ISSI one ye&.r. In 
Ibe Sou~hern 1ndia depotlare e.:rublWied 
at II(Ivera' pJaoe. for ooUecting emlgl'llllte. 
Agcllta a ro appointed fOf canvIIMing ami . 
Sra.ntll and for every am\a"rant tbat I. 
MDt from Nadrw tho Agontia paid RdS. 
A1lhough the lufforinp which tho Indians 
undeJtO in Ihill country have been vividly 
deacribed through thl! J"dio" Patriot the 
agontl,are mindful of their own ,aln and 
and telllously continue Ihair work .~ if 
thoy knew IlOlbiDtl' about Ihc.o .uffer
io.ge. Thla ebow. Ihalthey are heartlon , 
and unpatriotic. 

Immicrant.l who como 10 N.tIt.! for tbo 
pul'pOllO of working a~ tho aus-r. Tea 
and oofl~ p1anta~ion, ahall have \() 
work hard for Dearly 12 hours a day 
during th. whole period ot their agree· 
ment. ThoUih Sunday in holiday to them 
In Ule.ny, let on 110 ooeatiou I~ iI pOIalbJo 
(or tbem to lUe feIIt. In lOme plaoM 
tboy ahoukl work both dllof aud Di8ht. 
WhaUbelt wbHoma.tot>.' will is law. 

E .. "ry ODe uaod to got up at:} o'clock 
in tbe ni8ht and would flnltb hit 
cwkiq bu,iD-. Taklnl the food with 
tbom, they ,.GUld ,I.&n with ,II their 
oo·,.orll:o", to their ,.orklng place nearly 

• 2 miles dl,tan" ,.hero thely .bould begin 
their ... ork by ;; A.IIII. During pierclq 
wintor aDd rain), -.oo.lor tbe bo~ -.on I 
tbe1 lbould wort ... ilbout heeding any 
pby.leal Buffering. Thoy mUllt return ' 
home at 6 P.M. aRer ,.ork. Both 1 
maloe and r"m •• bould tbue work alike 
with haMb' any tiffin tlmo alIowod thero 
IllId if at aJ.I the), are allowed tillio time 
it abould not eJ:ceed J.i an bour. 

Thousand. of Jlldialla may be found in 
a wellk oondlUOn .. the ,"ult 0( 
hnd wort: Hundred. are &ent to hoep!· I 
tal.. belns: bel pi,," to ptOt«:t tbem· 
eelv", (rom I lcknOl8. Numbed. 
wnona If$ leot to prillOD being unable 
1.0 work with vigou~. Some QOIllmlt j 
aWeide beill6 unable to enduro the putililb· 
ments inBic.od on thorn by their masters. 
Of tbe workers maoy arc tho POnoU3 who 
bavolOlt their haodaorlep owing to InOl' 
pelieno& In workinc: at tbomilia and many 
paM away tbeir time by brooding 01',r tho 
kleQ and. knocke whleb thoy reooive. 

\Vllh all tb_ hard ,uJfeliQfJ' they get 
10 shUlln,. or R& 7j.i Meh month. Time or 
,paoo will not IUftiCl!l to dll>cribe lhe 
. uffcrinp of our IndillUl by agteeing 10 
be001Ue .la1'(':01 for 5 yeanl 10 tile wbite 
lDNtenl, _ 

" .. "", ... "~, .. ",;,, "'7 
agreement alklr wort lug very bard for 5 
rcs"" it I, limitl ..... to dNCribe the t uffer. 
IlIP of Ibeir t!Of11 lind <laUihtors. If any 
ml'le boy abo .. e 16 yean of ace bappen_ 
\() &eUle In Natal he ie liable 10 pay a "X 
of £3 or R.I. ~5 II year to We GovOrn
ruelll. IoclulI.ug 'he poJl lax of £1. he 
will have to pay .t4 or .RI. 60 a year to 
government. Girls above 13 _benld pay a 
t:u of £3 o r R& 45 II year \() Government. 
A.long 11.$ tht'lll ta:l:1:'8 are not paid. to 
IOU8 thoy will bo imprillODod and lub,iootcd 
to ~"e~ pun;6bruente. E"en if they 
got work I.he, wligu LbQy r«:eivll is. 
not , ufficl('nt tor the1r living and aooom. 
nJO(jalion. Girl. will bardly g:ct work. 
At Ihe 1\"eoI.mll..,., into a,,~rs owing to 
IUch bard.hl.,. ill)POMd on them they art 
llnable to rcnurn to India and m~y poor 

(Indian, 8~ groaoing here for WAnt of l 
WOrk. Tno)' will not be emplorfd el",. 
where ~o long IU tho," do not pay the 
taxes. Tile, h • .,o no sal"allon but 10 
die a mieel'llble death, aod be buriGd In 
tho lhtol g ..... es. 

11 b, therefore. the duly of ,II Illdiall 
Ilreillren who read tbis appeal to d~&erlbo 
to the poor iIIitento oooIiee ... ho dl!ollro to 
0011111 to thie place the etate of aanln in 
Na'Sl and olio prevont tbem from coming 
.here by prcyldlng them with !:lOme .;;:~;~ 
p r oiher In our native land. _1 
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They work from 3 o’clock in the morning to six in the evening thus adding up to a total of fifteen 

hours’ work a day with Sunday bringing no cessation of work. Unaccustomed to hard work though 

they applied themselves with vigour and devotion to their business, for the Indian realised that he had 

agreed to the arrangement which he is bound to observe. The white man is not a man hater that he 

should oppress the black man whenever he could, but he is essentially a business man who has an eye 

on his profits and losses. More work extracted is more profit achieved; and any merchant knows that 

to allow a protest or a growl to spread is fatal to his interests. To suppress them therefore, wither by 

torture to by starvation is, when looked by the factory proprietor, part of his duty. The latter could 

not realise that a black skin can carry within it, the passions and the prejudices with which he is 

actuated in life. The sympathy, therefore that the employer would show to his employees does not 

come into play in the relations between the Indian labourers and the European capitalists in Natal. 

That explains the coldness, cruelty and what appears to us, determined hostility of the Europeans in 

South Africa to our ‘brethren’ far away. This reaction will certainly be strained when enthusiasts and 

patriots like Mr. Gandhi and Mr. Naidu give a political turn to the affairs, contest for what they are 

convinced to be right and carry themselves with the dignity of independent men, citizens of the 

proudest empire in the world and descendents of the oldest civilisations of the globe. The white man 

might, after the bad pre-eminence to which he has been dragged, feel justly inclined to press down his 

hand of iron on the shoulder of the ignorant, the illiterate and the innocent who work for fifteen 

hours in the day with but half an hour interval, bear the insolence of his employer with patience, and 

his “kicks and blows” in utter helplessness and despair. Indians are brought and bred up not that they 

might be treated as worse than beasts, kicked and beaten with impunity and subjected to work of the 

most exacting kind.22 

 

Interpreters, unlike Indentured Indians seemed to enjoy a somewhat prominent status and were 

regarded as notable individuals of society – none more so than by themselves. They were members of the 

Civil Service, got paid higher wages, were able to own private property, house personal domestic servants and 

offer board and lodging service to fellow Indians. The story of Mohanlal Mayashanker Joshi and Bauboo 

Naidoo best illustrates how interpreters were able to elevate themselves and better their situations and that of 

their families. The first Indian owned shop to be opened in South Africa in 1861 belonged to Bauboo 

Naidoo. It was in Field Street and sold “condiments and other delicacies.”23 According to George Russell, he 

was “an interpreter and high caste man.”24 This in itself could suggest the reason for his success, in that he 

was able to develop a network of connections within both government and merchant circles-using his 

language proficiency and communication skills to alleviate his situation.  

                                                 
22 PAR, CSO, 2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the “Indian Patriot.”  

The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening April 16 1909. 
23 George Russell. The History Of Old Durban And Reminiscences Of An Emigrant Of 1850. Durban: Davis and Sons, 1899, 259-260. 
24 Russell. The History of Old Durban, 259-260. 
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M. M. Joshi was born in 1882 in Rajkot, in the state of Gujarat, and came to the Transvaal in 1904.  

He boarded the S.S. Umtali in Bombay and considering that the fare to South Africa was 75 rupees this shows 

that he was from a high caste/class family.25 The journey lasted 18 days to Zanzibar, after which it took 

another 16 days to reach Delagoa Bay. As an educated man, passing the literacy test would not have been 

difficult, so entry into Natal would not have been a problem for him.26 In Lourenço Marques he departed for 

the Transvaal and after arriving in Pretoria he hired a mule cart to find his way to the home of G. Vyas, 

another prominent resident of Pretoria, who was a family friend. Joshi was offered board and lodge for the 

first few weeks and Vyas also helped him in securing the “correct Transvaal registration certificate in 

Johannesburg through the good offices of Gandhi.”27 He began his career as a teacher but after being asked 

to fill in as a substitute for the resident court interpreter, he was hired on a permanent basis. As the official 

court interpreter and translator of Gujarati and Hindi documents for the Pretoria Courts, he was able to 

develop a nexus of contacts with lawyers, insurance agents, and city and government officials. He became a 

well-known and sought after individual in Pretoria and even assisted Gandhi in business and the formation of 

the Transvaal branch of the Natal Indian Congress (NIC).28 Moreover, the government hired his services in 

compiling the 1904 census but by the 1930’s he gave up both government work and his duty as a Satyagrahi29 

and opened a business under the name M. M. Joshi and Sons, which is still in existence today.30  

 

According to Bhana and Brain, Indians acting as interpreters in the Magistrates’ and Supreme courts 

in the Cape were expected to be proficient and able to translate in two or more Indian languages and English 

and Dutch, unlike Natal where they had to be able to read and write in a single Indian language and English. 

The most prominent and distinguished interpreters in Cape Town were the “Booly Brothers,” more 

specifically Essack and Tooraben Booly.31 By 1907 interpreters were present in Aliwal North, Grahamstown, 

Malmesbury, Richmond, Kimberley and Mafikeng but when interpreters were needed in other Magisterial 

Districts where Indians were giving evidence, generally one of the Booly Brothers were sent.32   

                                                 
25 Bhana and Brain. Setting Down Roots, 166-167. (M.M Joshi, My Life’s Pilgrimage: Experiences and Memories, Rajkot, 1973; conversations with 

Pritambhai M. Joshi, 13 July 1983, Luadium.) 
26 It appears that the Colonial Government imposed a literacy test on all immigrants into Natal as a way of regulating movement in to the 

Colony.  
27 Bhana and Brain.  Setting Down Roots, 167. 
28 It is apparent from Bhana and Brain that the Joshi family knew Gandhi and this is perhaps one of the reasons that the family had 

advised Joshi to come to Natal.   
29 One who follows the philosophy of Satyagraha (Non-Violence Dissent) 
30 Bhana and Brain. Setting Down Roots, 167. 
31 Bhana and Brain. Setting Down Roots, 125. (AG 1722/6590, 1906, CAD) 
32 Bhana and Brain. Setting Down Roots, 125. (AG 1777/11496, 1907 (Aliwal North), AG 1600/4125, May 1905 (Grahamstown), AG 

1643/8443, November 1905 (Malmesbury), AG 1429/3903, 1904 (Richmond), AG 1664/194, 1906, 2 November 1909 (Kimberley 
and Mafikeng), CAD.) 
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In Translation and Empire Douglas Robinson looks at the micro-politics of translators and translation 

within an empire.33 Robinson understands colonialism as the internalisation of authority that is achieved 

through interpellation34 and subjectivism, in that colonial subjects who are led to believe in the hegemonic 

ideas of the colonial powers, and begin to see themselves in terms of (and conform to) these stereotypes. He 

says “English is today the lingua franca because of a century and a half of British political, economic, military, 

and cultural world dominance. That language of the empirical centre disseminated to the peripheries of the 

empire as the language of power, culture and knowledge, and was not only spoken by more people than the 

indigenous languages of the peripheries, but carried with it an unconscious power-charge, an almost universal 

sense that those who spoke and wrote in this language would have known more and controlled more than 

those who didn’t,” much of which is exhibited by these Indian Interpreters.35 He further elaborates that 

“language [was] the perfect instrument of the empire,” since it was this aspect that served as the ideal conduit 

between the colonizers and the colonized.36 Language, translation and interpretation have always been as 

Robinson states “an indispensable channel of imperial conquest and occupation.”37 He says “not only must 

the imperial conquerors find some effective way of communicating with their new subjects; they must also 

develop new ways of subjecting them, converting them into docile or ‘cooperative’ subjects,” and one of the 

ways of doing this was through Interpreters.38 When looking at interpreters in the colony of Natal, it is 

evident that they were far from docile, as will be shown in the response of the likes of Vinden to colonial 

racism, and while they did possess a significant loyalty to the Crown, what emerges from the sources, is that it 

was an ambivalent loyalty. 

 

Robinson argues that one of the most important bureaucratic processes of the colony was the 

selection of these interpreters that would act as mediators between the imperial centre and periphery. 

Considerable debate surrounded the question of whether it was better to employ members of the ‘Imperial 

race’ who had learnt indigenous languages and whose loyalty would be guaranteed, or if it would be a more 

viable option to have subordinated ‘subjects’ learn the Albion tongue, in which case faithfulness would have to 

be controlled, sustained and administered.39 As William Jones, founder of the Asiatic Society of Bengal said, 

“It was found highly dangerous to employ the natives as interpreters, upon whose fidelity they could not 

                                                 
33 Empire here is used to refer to the structure of a Colonial society and because he refers to different empires in his study, he does not 

refer to a specific colony or empire. He examines three key texts; Tejaswini Niranjana’s Siting Translation, Vicente Rafael’s Contracting 
Colonialism and Eric Chefitz’z The Poetics of Imperialism and situates his argument at the centre of this triangle 

34 By hailing a person as a colonial subject, the colonial power makes that person subject to colonial power. 
35 Douglas Robinson. Translation and Empire. Postcolonial Theories Explained.  Manchester: St Jerome Publishing, 1997, 35. 
36 Robinson. Translation and Empire,  60. 
37 Robinson. Translation and Empire, 10. 
38 Robinson. Translation and Empire, 10.  
39 Albion is used here, purely for stylistic purposes, but it is necessary to signal that it refers to England and comes from Douglas Hay. 

Albion’s Fatal Tree, crime and society in eighteen-century England.  London: Allen Lane Penguin Books, 1975. 
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depend.”40 Nevertheless, if this were the adopted option, then the Colony would have to prevent the 

augmentation of what Robinson refers to as “counterproductive loyalties to the conquered peoples.”41 Unlike 

in Indian, where the British decided that it was a better option for the British to learn the Indian and Persian 

languages, in Natal, quite the opposite occurred. Here, Indians and Eurasians were chosen as interpreters and 

one of the consequences of this was that the Colonial government grew extremely dependent on these Indian 

Indian interpreters. 

 

From commissions held during 1860 and 1890, it is possible to gain an idea of the problems 

associated with Indian interpreters in general from the three substantial and important commissions that were 

held to investigate the grievances of Indians in Natal. Such as the Shire Commission of 1862, the Coolie 

Commission of 1872 and the Wragg Commission of 1885-1887. The Shire Commission appears to contain 

one of the first complaints against interpreters by Indentured Indians. After several unsuccessful attempts to 

finding redress against their master in the local and Durban courts, workers from the sugar farm of Mr. 

Henry Shire, presented a petition to the Natal government. The ‘Coolies’ of Melkhout Kraal, on the 

Umslanga, [sic] in the Victoria County believed they had reason to complain of ill treatment and of flogging.  

In addition to this they complained of the insufficiency and bad quality of their food and also of having been 

compelled to work for twelve to fourteen hours a day as opposed to the mandatory nine hour day. They had 

to summon Mr. Shire to the Magistrate’s Court but due to the increased ill treatment they received which they 

could not endure any longer. They decided to go to Durban because they were convinced that the Coolie 

interpreter of the Victoria County spoke their language ‘imperfectly’, which meant that the magistrate could 

not understand their complaints and act appropriately. They believed that by going to Durban, there would 

perhaps be a far more proficient interpreter that would help them in satisfying their complaints and in getting 

transferred to ‘another and better’ service.42 However, on making their complaint in Durban they were told 

that that particular Magistrate had no jurisdiction over Mr. Shire or the Victorian County and were thereafter 

sent to prison for 14 days for not having passes. They were then imprisoned for another 14 days and seven 

days after that.  These labourers spent a total of 35 days in prison and this was a result of the scarcity of 

competent and knowledgeable interpreters at the various Magistrates. In 1862, there were roughly five 

interpreters in the different Magistrates as Table 1 shows, and the interpreter of the Victoria County was most 

probably C. H. Harley. 

 

                                                 
40 Tejaswini Niranjana.  Siting Translation: History, Post-Structuralism And The Colonial Context.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992, 

47. See also Bernard S. Cohn.  The Command of Language and the Language of Command in Guha, Ranajit (ed.) Subaltern Studies IV: 
Writings on South Asian History and Society.  Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985, 286. 

41 Robinson.  Translation and Empire, 11. 
42 The Shire Commission Report, 1862. Reproduced in Y. S. Meer et al.  Documents Of Indentured Labourers, 1852-1917.  Durban: Institute of 

Black Research, 1980, 93. 



i nd en tu r e ,  i n t e rp r e t e r s  and  emp i r e  
 

- 23 - 

Table 1: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1862.43 
 

Magistracies 
Name of Indian

Interpreter 
Date of  

Appointment 
Salary 

(£) 

Pietermaritzburg J. Francis 29 Mar 1862 50 
Durban Daniel 16 Jul 1863 50 
Inanda  C. H. Harley 16 Jul 1863 100 
Tugela E. R. Flood 9 Dec 1863 60 
Lower Umkomanzi  Moonesaumy 2 May 1861 48 

 

 

There is further evidence of the lack of confidence in interpreters in the Report of Coolie 

Commission of 1872, it is evident that Indians had no faith in interpreters. On the 6th of July 1872, H. C. 

Shepstone the then Coolie Immigration Agent stated that he wished to draw the attention of the Commission 

to the “anomalous and unpleasant position of the Coolie Agent, when visiting estates when complaints are 

made.” Further “the Coolies regard him as their protector and think that any complaints made to him must 

be righted at once, whereas the Coolie agent has no power whatever and can only recommend them to go to 

the magistrate, which they are averse to do, as they have no confidence in the interpreters.”44 The 

Commission was of the opinion that to counteract this problem and to “secure the perfect and effectual 

supervision” of the Immigrants, an active and efficient officer should be appointed, whose position should be 

devoted to that of care taker of the Indians.45 The absence of which would be most “undesirable on all 

consideration of humanity.” Rangasamy, a “coolie” as the report calls him, stated  

 
In the magistrate’s Court there are no proper interpreters: they won’t take our depositions properly 

before the magistrate. In this way:- if we say, “My wife was ill-treated,” he renders it, “My wife was 

kicked,” in consequence of this interpretation, the magistrates get angry, and says we are liars. I would 

ask that Colonel Lloyd would speak our language to the magistrate, and then let the interpreter render 

it in English, and he could then judge. We don’t blame the magistrate, the fault is the interpreter’s. 

From the sentence the magistrate does not understand. Masters don’t appreciate a good man; they 

always think us low. 46 

 

                                                 
43 Information for Table 1 was sourced from the Natal Government Blue Books, 1862. More importantly though, Moonesaumy who is 

the first appointed interpreter, received a salary that was lower than the rest and Harley who was the Interpreter in the Victoria County 
was paid £100, which would show how unfair the Natal Civil Service was. 

44 Report of Coolie Commission, Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and Sons, 1872. Reproduced in Y. S. Meer et al.  Documents Of Indentured 
Labourers, 1852-1917.  Durban: Institute of Black Research, 1980,147. 

45 Report of Coolie Commission, 128. 
46 Report of Coolie Commission, 139. 
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In response to statements and interviews such as these the Commission recommended that the officer 

appointed should have had some experience in India, or among the Coolies and most importantly some 

knowledge of the Indian languages, implying then that he had to be British or European. He should also be at 

least qualified to act as the head of an important department. His duties would also involve inquiring into and 

settling petty disputes between masters and Coolies and between Coolies themselves. This, they hoped would 

relieve Resident Magistrates of a large number of what were seen as trivial but still “difficult and troublesome 

matters,” and would “ensure a more accurate interpretation that the Coolie Agent would have not been able 

to fulfil.47 In this way matters would be disposed of immediately, and the lack of confidence in the integrity of 

the Interpreters could be restored. But the lack of faith in interpreters seemed to be universal among the 

Coolies, especially with regard to the Madrasee Interpreter at Durban. 

 

In 1885-1887, the Indian Immigrants [Wragg] Commission enquired into the situation of Indians in 

Natal and reported on the complaints made about Indian Interpreters in Natal. Many of the Magistrates “felt 

uncomfortable and uneasy with the levels of interpretation and when deciding Indian cases burdened with a 

conflict of interest.”48 There were some cases where the interpreter attached to the Resident Magistratess 

courts were familiar with one or more dialects of the north which included Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, Panjabi, 

Kashmiri, Gujarati, and Marathi49 but was often unacquainted with Tamil which was the language spoken by 

the majority of Indians from Madras and the South India. As a result, when there were witnesses from both 

Northern and Southern India, the “interpretation becomes broken, disjointed and unreliable.”50 
 
Table 2: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1886.51 

 

Magistracies 
Name of Indian

Interpreter 
Date of  

Appointment 
Salary 

(£) 

Pietermaritzburg S. Samon 1 Apr 1882 120 
Lions River E. James 12 Feb 1886 72 
Durban E. Subhan 9 May 1875 60 
Umlazi C. Stephen 6 Mar 1875 150 
Inanda  J. Lennon 13 Sep 1884 120 
Lower Tugela M. J. Williams 10 Aug 1877 120 
Umvoti H. Sing 1 Sep 1881 60 
Alexandra - Supreme Court H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 100 

                                                 
47 Report of Coolie Commission, 128. 
48 Report to the Indian Immigrants (Wragg) Commission 1885-1887, Chapter X: Indian Interpretation Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and 

Sons, 1887, Reproduced in Y. S. Meer et al.  Documents Of Indentured Labourers, 1852-1917.  Durban: Institute of Black Research, 1980, 
285-286. 

49 Rajend Mesthrie. Language in Indenture - A Sociolinguistic History of Bhojpuri-Hindi in South Africa.  Johannesburg: Witwatersand University 
Press, 1991, 10. 

50 Report to the Indian Immigrants (Wragg) Commission 1885-1887, Chapter X: Indian Interpretation, 285-286. 
51 Information for Table 2 was sourced from the Natal Government Blue Books, 1886. 
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Form the table it is evident that by 1886, along with Stephen, the longest serving interpreter was E. Subhan. 

While Stephen received the highest paid salary, Subhan received the lowest. E. James who was appointed that 

same year received a higher salary than Subhan. Moreover, Subhan’s pay was clearly not calculated according 

to the amount of work he did, because he was interpreting at the Durban magistracy, which would have been 

inundated with Indians wishing to seek redress. One of the possible reasons for this could be that both 

Stephen and James were Eurasians while Subhan, as the name suggests, was Indian. Such was the nature of 

the Colonial Government that inevitably the quality or quantity of work did not matter but rather race.  

 

The report also stated that in one instance at a Circuit Court, the interpreter was well versed in 

Hindustani but the witness was Tamil speaking. He apparently had a “rudimentary acquaintance” but half an 

hour into the case, the judge discovered that the interpreter was intimidating the witness to force him to state 

that he preferred to give his evidence in Hindi rather than in Tamil. In other instances where the interpreters 

had a very inadequate knowledge of English, they conveyed their grievances and complaints of Indians in 

‘Pigeon English’, which was “absurd in its sound and ludicrous in aspect when recorded.”52 Furthermore the 

report stated that in the Supreme Court there was no proficient interpreter in Tamil and so [that] language 

became dependant upon chance interpretation and interpreters were difficult to obtain. The report also 

asserted that in 1886 the Legislative Council struck the item “200 pounds for Tamil Interpreter to the 

Supreme Court,” out of the supply bill and that failure to reinstate this amount would result in difficulties and 

miscarriages in Tamil cases of the gravest nature. It then went on to recommend that the only feasible 

approach to this problem was to employ two interpreters at every Court, for the Northern and Southern 

dialects respectively, which would save the hassle of waiting for interpreters and putting cases on hold due to 

the absence of a Government interpreter.53 There was evidently a lack of Tamil interpreters and one of the 

ways the report sought to redress this problem was by inaugurating a system through the Indian Immigrant 

School Board where some of the teachers were educated in the Tamil and English languages.  Thereafter 

candidates for appointments as Interpreters were to be examined by a competent Board of Examiners and an 

annual salary of £200 was to be made available for a Tamil Interpreter to the Supreme Court. The problem 

came in actually trying to implement a system such as this, and in particular finding appropriate teachers. This 

scheme never worked because, until 1889, when Paul agitated for the establishment of a Higher Grade Indian 

                                                 
52 Report to the Indian Immigrants (Wragg) Commission 1885-1887, Chapter X: Indian Interpretation, 284-286. the report also 

comments on the lack of interpreters in gaol and other areas of administration and the inconvenience caused thereof. It gives the 
example of Kurampillei who suffered from severe heart disease. Owing to the fact that there was no interpreter on the prison staff, he 
could not inform the officials of his sickness and had to continue with ‘arduous labour.’ On the morning of the 30th of September the 
guard found him in a ‘dying condition’ but before the doctor arrived, Kurampillei died. See also Rejend Mesthrie. ‘New Lights from 
Old Languages: Indian languages and the experience of Indentureship in South Africa,’ in Surendra Bhana. (ed) Essays on Indentured 
Indians in Natal. Leeds: Peepal Tree Press, 1990, 189-208. 

53 In Voices from Indenture: experiences of the Indian immigrants in the British Empire, Marina Carter states that in Mauritius, the courts were only 
allowed to employ one interpreter who had to be proficient in both Tamil and Hindi. See Marina Carter. Voices from Indenture: experiences 
of the Indian immigrants in the British Empire. London, New York: Leicester University Press, 1996, 8. 
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School, Indian schools only taught till Standard Seven. In addition because most of the schools were mission 

schools under the able guidance of Rev. Booth, and this meant that education was Christian based and there 

would have been very little facilitation in the Indian languages.54 

 

When Gandhi arrived in the Colony in 1893, he found a similar problem with Gujarati interpreting. 

On 23rd January 1896 he also applied to be an interpreter in the courts, but his application was declined and 

still by 1901, there had been no Gujarati interpreter in the Colony.55 In his Collected Works Gandhi wrote: 

 
Everyone I have met with in the Colony has dwelt upon the untruthfulness of the Indians. 

To a limited extent I admit the charge. It will be very small satisfaction for me to show, in reply to the 

objection, that other classes do not fare much better in this respect, especially if and when they are 

placed in the position of the unfortunate Indians. And yet, I am afraid, I shall have to fall back upon 

argument of that sort. Much as I would wish them to be otherwise, I confess my utter inability to 

prove that they are more than human. They come to Natal on starvation wages (I mean here the 

indentured Indians). They find themselves placed in a strange position and amid uncongenial 

surroundings  

The moment they leave India they remain throughout life, if they settle in the Colony, without 

any moral education. Whether they are Hindus or Mahomedans, they are absolutely without any moral 

or religious instruction worthy of the name. They have not learnt enough to educate themselves 

without any outside help. Placed thus, they are apt to yield to the slightest temptation to tell a lie. 

After some time, lying with them becomes a habit and a disease. They would lie without any reason, 

without any prospect of bettering themselves materially, indeed, without knowing what they are 

doing. They reach a stage in life when their moral faculties have completely collapsed owing to 

neglect. 

There is also a very sad form of lying. They cannot dare to tell the truth, even for their 

wantonly ill-treated brother, for fear of receiving ill-treatment from their master. They are not 

philosophic enough to look with equanimity on the threatened reduction in their miserable rations 

and severe corporal punishment, did they dare to give evidence against their master. 

Are these men, then, more to be despised than pitied. Are they to be treated as scoundrels, 

deserving no mercy, or are they to be treated as helpless creatures, badly in need of sympathy? Is there 

any class of people who would not do as they are doing under similar circumstances? 

But I will be asked what I can have to say in defence of the traders, who, too are equally 

good liars. As to this, I beg to submit that the charge against them is without foundation, and that 

they do not lie more than the other classes do for the purposes of trade or law. They are very much 

                                                 
54 Henning. The Indentured Indian in Natal, 159-170. 
55 See Appendix, Table 15. 
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misunderstood; in the first place, because they cannot speak the English language, and secondly 

because the interpretation is very defective through no fault of the interpreters. The interpreters are 

expected to perform the Herculean task of interpreting successfully in four languages, viz., Tamil, 

Telegu, Hindustani and Gujarati. The trading Indian invariably speaks Hindustani or Gujarati. Those 

who speak Hindustani, only speak high Hindustani. The interpreters, with one exception [Paul], speak 

the local Hindustani, which is a grotesque mixture of Tamil, Gujarati, and other Indian languages, 

clothed in extremely bad Hindustani grammar. 

Very naturally, the interpreter has to argue with the witness before he can get at his meeting. 

While the process is going on, the Judge grows impatient, and thinks that they witness is prevaricating. 

The poor interpreter, if questioned, true to human nature, in order to conceal his defective knowledge 

of the language, says the witness does not give straight answers. The poor witness has no opportunity 

of setting himself right. 

In the case of the Gujarati speakers the matter is still more serious. There is not a single 

Gujarati interpreter in the Courts. The interpreter, after great difficulty, manages to get at the sense of 

what the witness is speaking. I have myself seen the Gujarati-speaking witness struggling to make 

himself understood, and the interpreter struggling to understand the Gujarati Hindustani. Indeed, it 

speaks volumes for the acuteness of the interpreters in extracting even the sense from a forest of 

strange words. But all the while the struggle is going on, the Judge makes up his mind not to believe a 

word of what the witness says, and puts him down for a liar.56 

 

One of the reasons that Gandhi applied to be an interpreter was purely in the interests of the Gujarati trading 

class. During the early period of his time in Natal, bettering the conditions of the trading class was his main 

concern and priority. In Hind Swaraj, however, one of his first books, Gandhi argues that “the practise of law 

in the English Courts was mere parasitism on clients and a fundamental cause of Indian enslavement,” and 

one of the reasons for this was the lack of Interpreters in the Court that could have assisted with the meting 

out of justice. Knowing that language was a fundamental constituency of nationalism, these Indian 

Interpreters together with teachers, lawyers, and traders represented the Indian elite social strata of the time 

and they came together to form a middle class culture and consciousness that was bound up together by a 

multiplicity of economic and cultural ties. Together with the pioneers of Indian political consciousness, they 

sought to speak on behalf of the Indian masses under colonialism. 

 

By 1909, two years before the Republic Government banned Indian Immigration there were 

interpreters in almost every Magistracy in Natal, excluding the former Zululand Colony. Table 3 however 

                                                 
56Gandhi, Mahatma. The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Government of India, Delhi, 1959, Volume I, 157-159 in Burnett Britton. 

Gandhi Arrives in South Africa. Canton, Maine: Greenleaf Books, 1999, 139-140. 



i nd en tu r e ,  i n t e rp r e t e r s  and  emp i r e  
 

- 28 - 

does not show whether these Interpreters spoke Hindi or Tamil, but interpreters were appointed only if they 

had a thorough and literate knowledge of English and the Indian language spoken predominantly in the 

magisterial district in which they applied.  

 
Table 3: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1909.57 

 
Dates of appointment 

Magistracies 
Name of Indian 

Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 
Salary 

(£) 
      
Pietermaritzburg A. H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   10 Dec 1906 200 
 L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   15 Jun 1908 172 
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 198 

Camperdown P. James 7 Jul 1903  4 Aug 1904 150 
Lions River N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   22 Oct 1908 131 
Richmond A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 158 
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903 1 Jul 1904 1 Jul 1904 159 
Polela R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904   1 Dec 1906 140 
Impendhle None        
New Hanover S. A. Moodookrishna 31 Mar 1908  31 Mar 1908 110 
Estcourt G. Thomas 1 May 1906   10 Dec 1906 100 
Weenen None     
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 1 Feb 1891 200 
Krantzkop None     
Ladysmith  D. Vinden 9 Feb 1888  Jul 1888 19 Oct 1908 200 
Bergville None     
Umsinga None     
Newcastle H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Apr 1884 3 Dec 1906 240 
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 1903 167 
Durban H. L. Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 250 
 S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894   1 Feb 1907 200 
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 200 
 R. E. Moodaly 9 Jan 1908  9 Jan 1908 60 
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250 
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200 
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 200 
Ndwedwe None     
Mapumulo None        
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 200 
Alfred None     
Lower Umzimkulu S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902   20 Oct 1908 188 
Vryheid None     
Utrecht None     
Paulpietersberg None     

                                                 
57 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters. 
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While these Interpreters were crucial to the perpetuation of the Colonial System, some of them also 

did their best to ameliorate the situation of Indians. They were not just interpreters. Their interactions and 

daily lives as interlocutors between state and subject offers a comprehensive study of Indian life in Natal at 

the turn of the twentieth century because it is not just a history from below or a history from the top down. It 

is from the middle, where one culture interacts with another. “It is a fertile space, and disquieting, because, if 

fully explored it proves to a sphere (or zone) in which one both abandons and assumes associations.”58 

Indeed, English in taste and breed but Indian in race and roots. 

                                                 
58 Anuradha Digwaney. ‘Introduction,’ in Anuradha Digwaney and Carol Maier. (eds)  Between Languages and Cultures.  London: University 

of Pittsburgh Press, 1995, 8. 
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C h a p t e r  T w o  

DAVID VINDEN (1859-1919) 

Let us be Indians in our habits, 
customs, thought and culture. 

Woe be the day when it is otherwise.1 
 
 

 
 

Image 2: The Indian Volunteer Ambulance Corps, Anglo-Boer War, 1899-1902. 
 

Standing: H. Kitchen, S. Shadrack, Lipanday, R. Pandya, J. Royappen, R. K. Khan, M. K. Kotharee, E. 
Peters, D. Vinden, V. Madanjit. 
Seated: P. K. Naidoo, V. Lawrence, M. H. Nazar, Revd. Dr. L. P. Booth, M. K. Gandhi, M. Royeppen. 
Sitting: L. Gabriel, W. Jonathan, Prof. Dhunde, S. M. Naidoo, D. David, A. A. Gandhi.2 

 

                                                      
1The Dharma Vir, 21 June 1918. The Dharma Vir was a weekly newspaper based in Spingfield, Durban and was described as the Religious 

Zealot or the Religious Stalwart. It began in March 1916, and was published mainly in Hindi with some bits in English. It was probably 
edited by Swami Bhawani Dayal and was concerned with matters as the Aryan civilisation, the Vedic religion and events in India. See 
also C. G. Henning. The Indentured Indian in Natal (1860-1917). New Delhi: Promilla, 1993, 189. 

2 University of Durban-Westville Documentation Centre, S. Lawrence Collection and Henning, The Indentured Indian, 187. 
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The photograph above shows those Indians and Britons that served in Gandhi’s Volunteer 

Ambulance Corps. Gandhi’s concept of non-violence (Ahimsa) did not include passivity or cowardice in the 

face of violence or the abdication of one’s duty. Gandhi offered his services freely during the Anglo-Boer 

War of 1899-1902. He formed the Indian Volunteer Ambulance Corps of 1400 men, many of whom were 

traders and professionals. They saw to the needs of the sick and wounded and often worked in the thick of 

battle in areas such as Spion Kop, Colenso and Ladysmith.3 On closer inspection of this photograph however 

it shows how closely linked members of the Indian elite were. Yet the only person generally known is Gandhi, 

while for those with some knowledge of Indian history in Natal, names such as Khan, Nazar, Royappan, and 

Booth, might be familiar. However, men like Vinden, Naidoo, and Gabriel whose names are not recognisable, 

served in much bigger roles than this pictures suggests. Besides being interpreters in the Colonial Courts and 

magisterial districts, they played a significant part in the social history of Natal.4  

 

David Vinden was the Indian Post Master, Clerk and Indian Interpreter attached to the Klip River 

Magistrate. He was born in Mauritius and his parents were Samuel and Elizabeth Vinden. He was first 

married to Regina Anthony Vinden and later to Jessie Vinden.5 With Regina he had six children: Vincent6, 

Asnath, Christian, Naomi, Nathaniel, and Arnon Gilbert.7 He came to Natal at his own expense in 1882 and 

before entering the Natal Civil Service in 1885; he was a schoolteacher in Pietermaritzburg. It was probably 

because of his educational qualifications and training that he was able to secure a post in the Civil Service.8 

 

                                                      
3 Henning.The Indentured Indian, 82, 102, 155, 189-191. 
4 This aspect could be paralleled with that of Veerasawamy Mudeliar, who was a chief Interpreter of the Immigration Department of the 

Guyana Government and was also the Zamidar (Superintendent) of the Huis t’Dieren Indian Settlement Scheme, established by the 
Guyana Government in the 1880’s. Moreover, though, he was consulted on the “African-Indian” conflicts that had arisen out of the 
Huis t’Dieren affair and the fact that Indians did not want to live in close proximity to Blacks, which eventually resulted in the 
evacuation of Africans from the settlement. Walter Rodney. A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905. Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1981, 118, 184. See appendix, Image 9. 

5 Jessie Vinden was also a schoolteacher, in Pietermaritzburg, but eventually moved to Ceylon, where she passed away in April, 1913. See 
Pietermaritzburg Archive Repository (PAR), Master of the Supreme Court. Estates (MSCE), 4618/1919, Vinden, David. (SSP Vinden, 
Regina), 1919-1923. 

6 By 1919, Vincent Vinden, was a school teacher at Escourt and was also the Vice President of the Natal Indian Teacher’s Society 
Officials (Executive Council) 1929-1930. 

7 PAR, MSCE, 4618/1919, Vinden, David. (SSP Vinden, Regina), 1919-1923. 
8 PAR, Registrar, Supreme Court, Pietermaritzburg (RSC), 1/5/116/1/1885, Illiquid case. Divorce. Albert Timothy vs. Elizabeth Timothy 

and David Vinden, 1885-1886. It appears that both Albert and David were schoolteachers in Pietermaritzburg, and Albert Timothy 
was claiming the sum of £100 from David Vinden and Elizabeth Timothy on charges of committing adultery. Apparently their illicit 
relationship had begun in August of 1883 and continued until 1885. Such was the nature of their relationship that Albert knew of an 
incident where Vinden and Elizabeth were in Mauritius together. Moreover, the grounds that Albert established for suing his wife and 
Vinden was that he and Elizabeth shared a child together, a fourteen month old baby boy, by the name Essoodesan. 
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On the 10th of March 1891 however, Vinden was suspended from his position as Postmaster and 

Interpreter of the Ladysmith district for the collection of money under “false pretences.”9 This problem of 

the collection of money and bribery seemed to be common practise amongst interpreters in the Colony of 

Natal. The reason for this ‘illicit’ behaviour, is perhaps contingent upon the fact that these interpreters knew 

that the Indian community was so dependent on them because they were their only access to justice and 

equality and therefore manipulated the system to their advantage and obtain and collect money under “false 

pretences.” 

 

Even though Vinden was earning a reasonably adequate salary; in 1895, Hurree, [No. 13262] a Free 

Indian complained to the Protector of Immigrants about a Temporary Pass issued to him and the money 

collected for it by Vinden.10 After a flood in 1893, Hurree and two others had applied for a temporary passes 

because theirs had been washed away, and could only afford one that was valid for a month. In 1894, Hurree 

applied for a second temporary pass, but apparently Vinden had asked him to pay 20/ to obtain a duplicate 

Copy, which Vinden argued was mandatory. In August in 1894, Hurree attempted to leave the Colony to go 

to the Transvaal to work on the Railways. When Vinden heard about this, he immediately took the necessary 

steps to prevent this from happening as Hurree had neither applied nor was he in possession of a valid pass. 

Vinden had then left the Colony to go to Mauritius for a holiday and in his place Anthony Peters, acted as his 

substitute. Peters, like most of the interpreters received his fair share of complaints and grievances and was 

also subject to complaints and negative sentiment from Indians, as will be demonstrated in chapter three. 

With Hurree’s case Vinden distinctly remembered telling Peters that if he came back to apply for another pass 

to quit the Colony, Peters should transfer the matter to the Protector of Immigrants, because Hurree “was a 

tricky liar and a scoundrel.”11 When Vinden returned, he learnt that Hurree had applied, but a balance on the 

payment was still owing. On the 14th of February 1895, Hurree again applied for a temporary pass but this 

time for a cattle pass as well, because all his cattle and horses had died. When Vinden asked him about the 

Temporary Pass he had initially issued after the flood, Hurree said that he had lost it at a ‘kafir’s kraal.’12  

 

Hurree who had been a subtenant of Vinden’s and had known for three years, stated in his 

deposition, “I know it is a common custom for Indians to pay Vinden money for free papers and that he 

                                                      
9 PAR, Postmaster General (PMG), 26/1376/1891, D Vinden, Indian Postmaster and Interpreter, Ladysmith committed for trial on a 

charge of obtaining money under false pretences. An interpreter by the name of Abdul Kadir was appointed to act in this capacity until 
Vinden was released from jail. 

10 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/11/L192/1895, Minute Paper forwarding temporary pass issued by Vinden and deposition of recipient Hurree 
13262, 1895. 

11 PAR, Magistrate and Commissioner, Ladysmith (1/LDS), 3/3/11/L198/1895, Temporary pass issued by Vinden, Interpreter, 
Ladysmith Magistrates Court and deposition of recipient, 1895. Vinden’s description of Hurree was partly based on a £2 bribe he saw 
Hurree offer to a Constable at the Court House. 

12 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/11/L198/1895, Temporary pass issued by Vinden, Interpreter, Ladysmith Magistrates Court and deposition of 
recipient, 1895.  
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makes them pay for renewals, every three months, it is well known.”13 On the one hand, we have Vinden’s 

recollection of events, and on the other Hurree’s claim that it was common practice for Vinden to extort 

money from Indians. Then, on the 19th of March, Hurree went back to the offices of Vinden, with his father 

to apply for another cattle pass as he needed to go to Lombard’s Kop,14 to dispose of a few cows and to 

barter before going on to the Transvaal. Ten days later, Hurree returned the temporary pass to Vinden, which 

according to Hurree, Vinden had torn up.15 This case is important for two reasons. Firstly, it shows the 

restriction placed on Indians as a result of the pass laws and the inconvenience that it caused. Second, and 

more pertinent to this study, it was an earlier indication of public feeling towards Vinden. Whether Vinden 

was in fact guilty of collecting briberies and “money under false pretences,” remains uncertain, partly due to 

the nature of archival sources but from this it is possible to construe that it was his position as an interpreter 

that allowed for the possibilities of such forgeries and sham.  

 

By 1896, Vinden was earning a salary that was higher than the other interpreters and because he had 

come from Mauritius, he was also employed as the French Creole Interpreter. Yet, from the Civil Service 

Lists, it is evident that those few European interpreters who were employed as Indian interpreters earned a 

much higher salary than the Indians. In October 1896, Vinden submitted a petition to Sir Walter Francis Hely 

Hutchinson, Governor and Chief Commander of the Colony, asking for an increment of salary, because he 

felt that the £120 per annum was not sufficient for the amount and quality of work he accomplished.16 In his 

petition he stated that he was “disheartened by the performance of his duties by reason of the hardship of the 

inequality, which exists, between his rank and salary and that of all the Europeans.”17 In support of his claim 

though both the Magistrates of the Klip River District and the Weenen District provided depositions in 

favour of Vinden. The Magistrate in the Weenen District, Matthews, wrote that it was a pleasure to testify to 

the “competence, energy, zeal and ability which Vinden has manifested” throughout his period in the Civil 

                                                      
13 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/11/L192/1895, Minute Paper forwarding temporary pass issued by Vinden and deposition of recipient Hurree 

13262, 1895. 
14 This was a farm in the Klip River Magistrate. 
15 However, a few days after this, Hurree eloped with the wife of another Indian to Colenso and this woman was from the Transvaal, 

formerly a concubine of Hurree, and had no parents or a free pass. 
16 See Tables 13-14, 16-20 in Appendix. He earned an extra £10 for French Creole interpreting. PAR, CSO, 1549/1898/1240, Principal 

Under Secretary asks why Mr. Vinden has not drawn an Increment of £10 per annum, authorized from 1st July 1897, 1898. As a clerk 
at the Klip River Magistrate, he was responsible for registering births and deaths, making out permits for ammunition, making out 
returns of various departments, Cash Book summaries, copying notes of evidence with plans and specifications for confirmations and 
appeals, making out various Licenses, registering correspondence, making out monthly pay sheets, quarterly requisitions, Revenue 
Collections, entering Civil cases in record books, continual correspondence in connections with Law 25 of 1891, and in earlier years the 
Management of the Ladysmith Branch of the Government Savings Bank, and other clerical work. This would have been the basic 
duties of Indian Interpreters and Clerks in the Magisterial Offices and Courts. 

17 PAR, Colonial Secretary Office (CSO), 1549/1898/1240, Principal Under Secretary asks why Mr. Vinden has not drawn an Increment 
of £10 per annum, authorized from 1st July 1897, 1898. 
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Service.18 He called Vinden a master of dialects in the Indian and Creole languages. “As a clerk he has thrown 

his heart into his duties and worked early and late, at a time covering a period of over five years – when the 

staff was smaller by two officers that it is at present, he rendered loyal and unwavering assistance in the 

manifold duties of a Magistracy, and one cannot speak too highly of the substantial help he afforded as the 

Magistrate’s Chief Clerk. Mr. Vinden has a thorough grasp of the departmental duties of a Magistrate’s 

Office, and it will always be a pleasure to commend his claims to promotion.”19  

 

Yet this is not surprising or out of place since it is quite evident that these Magistrates had 

tremendous faith in their interpreters and would go to considerable lengths to secure their position in the 

Civil Service.20 The statement by Mathews epitomises the Magistrates high regard for the interpreters, and 

shows how by assimilating to a British ideal and in proving their loyalty to the Crown, they had, by the 1900’s 

won the favour of those in authority. For instance, had the Magistrate taken Hurree’s complaint seriously 

then Vinden would have surely been dismissed, suspended or fined. On applying for an increment in salary 

though, this suggests that Hurree could have been accurate in stating that Vinden was responsible for 

extracting money from Indians given that Vinden earned quite a modest salary and every penny that could be 

salvaged was perhaps worth it. Considering that these interpreters were part of the Colonial State 

bureaucracy, it is hardly likely that they could acquire money through alternate sources. Even though some 

interpreters would charge a fee for the writing of letters and petitions, such services as passes did not require 

an Indian to pay for the services of an Interpreter or clerk, since this was an official government document, 

issued by the state. In addition, the colonial government had paid the European Indian interpreters (however 

few they were) a much higher salary than the Indian Indian Interpreters; even though both Europeans and 

Indians were employed as interpreters, according to Colonial ideology they were not equal in status and 

position, and one of the ways of asserting this was through the salary difference.   

  

Throughout his time in the Civil Service Vinden constantly struggled to assert his official status and 

standing. He believed that people should respect him as a civil servant and treat him as such. One such 

incident occurred on the 4th of July 1899 while Vinden was on his way to Escourt to act as an interpreter in a 

civil case. At the train station however, he was assaulted, arrested and imprisoned by a certain Trooper R. G. 

Jones who had mistook him for an Indentured Indian travelling in Second class without a pass. When Jones 

had asked him for his pass, he informed Jones that he did not require one because he was an Interpreter and 

                                                      
18 PAR, CSO, 1549/1898/1240, Principal Under Secretary asks why Mr. Vinden has not drawn an Increment of £10 per annum, 

authorized from 1st July 1897, 1898. 
19 PAR, CSO, 1549/1898/1240, Principal Under Secretary asks why Mr. Vinden has not drawn an Increment of £10 per annum, 

authorized from 1st July 1897, 1898. 
20 See Table 15 in Appendix that serves as a clear indication of the views held by the Magistrates of the Interpreters and highly these 

interpreters were thought of. 
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therefore a government official. Jones then said to him “Suppose I arrest you what would you do?”21 Vinden 

replied that he would take the risk and thereafter walked away towards the train. When Jones saw this he told 

him to stop and Vinden thinking this meant he was in custody, put down his basket and stick22 on the ground 

and waited in the sun. The ‘native’ Constable, Ndayisana arrived and was ordered by Jones to take Vinden to 

the Court House. After walking 30 or 40 yards Vinden asked him if they could go back to the Station, as he 

wanted a cup of coffee, which was not usual for a man under arrest to do. When they got back to the station 

Vinden offered Jones a government cheque for £1, which was a bail payment but Jones thinking that it was 

bribe, refused to take it. Vinden’s reasoning behind this was that he wanted to show Jones that he was a 

Government Official and Court Interpreter, but Jones said he “did not care a damn,” handcuffed him, and 

ordered Ndayisana to take him back to the gaol.23  When they arrived at the gaol, G. Mardall, who was the 

Inspector of Police stationed at Escourt, had known Vinden and released him immediately.  

 

Vinden then sued Jones and claimed a sum of £25 for damages sustained as a result of Trooper 

Jones’ “unlawful, malicious and wrongful assault” committed by arresting him and handcuffing him without 

lawful cause and causing him to be imprisoned.24 Vinden felt that what Jones had done caused him great 

indignity and was uncalled for. It is possible to ascertain that the only reason Vinden sued Jones was in an 

attempt to assert his authority over Jones, since [he] was a mere Trooper in the Civil Service and therefore 

had no right to assert authority over a Government official. He was neither an indentured immigrant nor the 

descendant of one, and felt it unnecessary to carry a pass as he had so often travelled by Railway between 

Ladysmith, Durban and Newcastle. He considered himself to be an Asiatic and with regards to the Liquor 

Law,25 he was not to be treated as an ‘ordinary’ Indian. He called himself an uncovenanted26 Indian and did 

not find it necessary to take out a pass under Act 28 of 1897, which protected “unconvenanted Indians from 

arrest in mistake for absconding indentured Indians servants.”27 T. J. Irving, a guard on the Natal 

Government Railways in Escourt, was present when the 7.30 a.m. train arrived on the 4th of July, and heard 

Vinden say to Jones that he was a Government servant and therefore did not have to carry a pass. In his 

statement Irving believed that Jones was in the wrong as Vinden was clearly not an Indentured Indian as he 

was dressed in European clothing and travelling 2nd class. The fact that Vinden was dressed in European 

                                                      
21 PAR, Indian Immigration Department (II), 1/95/I1967/1899, Description Emigration Agent for Natal Calcutta: Excerpt from the 

"Statesman" Re arrest of David Vinden, 1899. 
22 This probably refers to his cane stick. 
23 PAR, Natal Treasury (NT), 54/T232A/1900, HJ Janion, Escourt. With reference to payment of the judgment debt and costs in the 

matter of D Vinden vs. R. Jones. 1899-1900. 
24 PAR, NT, 54/T231A/1900, Inspector Mardall asks that the Law Department be consulted with reference to the appeal of an Indian, 

Vinden, who has brought an action against Trooper Jones for ‘illegal arrest,” at Escourt Railway Station, 1899-1900. 
25 This regulated/prohibited the sale of intoxicating liquor to Indentured Indians, see Burnett Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa. 

Canton, Maine: Greenleaf Books, 1999, 66. 
26 This term refers to those Indians that are not under form of contract or agreement such as the Indentureds. 
27 Henning. The Indentured Indian, 217.  
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clothing is not only suggestive of Vinden’s elite status- that of not being a “Coolie,” and a Government 

official possessing some jurisdiction over the Indentureds; but since clothing and outward appearance were 

extremely important indicators of social status and cultural allegiance, it shows that in keeping with 

‘Macaulayism’28 he was indeed Indian in race but English in culture and breed.  

 

In Colonialism and its form of Knowledge, Bernard Cohn argues that clothes were a constitution of 

authority. Cohn states, “clothes are not just body coverings and matters of adornment, nor can they be 

understood only as metaphors of power and authority, nor as symbols; in many contexts, clothes literally are 

authority.”29  In this particular instance, Vinden can be seen as exerting an authority or a supposed authority, 

because he was dressed in English clothing and in his view that should have signified his standing. His 

manner in approaching the situation suggests that he himself saw English dress as possessing a certain sense 

of superiority and power and the fact that he was dressed as an English man, should have indicated his status 

in society, and should have thus prevented the arrest. Moreover, from his imitation and mimicry of English 

dress and clothing, Vinden was inadvertently advocating his admiration for the British whom he saw as 

having “superior knowledge, strength, and courage.”30  In Nationalism in Asia and Africa, Kedourie focuses on 

the role of intellectuals in colonial societies. He describes how some Western educated indigenous people 

became completely self-alienated from their ‘traditional’ societies and identified with the culture and manners 

of the colonizers only to discover that indigenous elites were excluded from positions of honour and 

responsibility reserved for the white colonizers. Writing about the Indian Civil Service, he argues: 

 

An Indian could be admitted to the civil service only if he had become so completely Europeanized as 

to be really and practically on the footing and imbued with the character of an English highly 

educated gentleman. But it did not prove to be the case that an Indian who had become ‘imbued’ with 

such a character would be easily or automatically treated like an English gentleman.31 

 

In fact, what Kedourie writes about these indigenous elites in colonial British India is extremely relevant to 

the analysis of Natal Indian elites, such as Vinden and the interpreters in this ‘nation without state’ because 

the colonial state’s socio-political and economic structure acted either as a barrier for promotion or 

demanded complete absorption and assimilation. As Frantz Fanon argues, “To speak a language, is to take on 

a world, a culture.”32 The essence of what Fanon is saying is that language cannot be isolated from the culture  

                                                      
28 This ‘ism’ is based on Macualay’s famous “Minute on Education.” See page 49 of this chapter. 
29 Bernard S Cohn. Colonialism and its form of knowledge: the British in India. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996, 114. 
30 Cohn. Colonialism and its form of knowledge, 124. 
31 Elie Kedourie. Nationalism in Asia and Africa. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971, 84. 
32 Frantz Fanon. Black Skin, White Masks. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1967, 38.   
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within which it is generated and rooted. To be able to shift words and meanings from one language to 

another, translators and interpreters have to submerge and commit themselves into the language and culture 

that they are translating and interpreting, as exhibited by Vinden as well as the other interpreters. Therefore, 

in the context within which these interpreters were concerned, interpretation and translation was far from 

neutral or democratic. With regards to these Indian Interpreters, this is true to a very large extent. This 

implies then that these interpreters needed to abandon their own culture and identity to be able to fully 

submerge themselves into their roles since they were the interlocutors between the world’s largest empire and 

their fellow brethren, who were under a system of qualified slavery.   

 

On November 8, 1899, The Statesmen, a newspaper based in India ran an article, responding to this 

case and the treatment of ‘British’ Indians in Natal. The article asserted that this was a fair example of public 

feeling towards the Indian population in Natal and the onset of growing Anti-Indian sentiment.33 On behalf 

of Vinden it was contended that the only power conferred on the police to arrest Indians applied exclusively 

to indentured immigrants, and their descendants and the only way in which Jones could show that he was 

exempt from legal liability for wrongfully arresting Vinden was by satisfying the Court that, at the time of the 

arrest he was acting under a bona fide belief or suspicion that Vinden was an Indentured Indian. Whereas the 

evidence of all the witnesses, as well as his own, negated the existence on his part of such a belief or 

suspicion. Besides, Jones would in no case have been justified in handcuffing the plaintiff, as no attempt was 

made on Vinden’s part to escape from custody, and consequently Jones would in any case be liable to 

damages for assault on this ground alone. As for the handcuffing, Jones admitted that it was wrong, but “still 

the evidence of Jones showed that Vinden laughed at him, and no one, not even a policeman, liked being 

laughed at, and therefore Vinden had himself to blame for the harsh measures adopted by Jones,” because of 

his supercilious and insulting manner.34 Under all these circumstances the residing Magistrate gave judgement 

for Jones with costs. 

                                                      
33 See Henning The Indentured Indian, 82-128, Joy P. Brain, ‘Natal’s Indians, 1860 - 1910: From Co-Operation, Through Competition To 

Conflict,’ 249-274, Bill Guest. ‘Towards responsible Government, 1879-1893,’ 233-248, and Andrew Duminy. ‘Towards Union, 1900-
1910,’ 402-403, 407, in A. Duminy and B. Guest.(eds.) Natal and Zululand, From Earliest Times to 1910: A New History. Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1989, S. Bhana ‘Indian trade and traders in colonial Natal,’ in B. Guest and J. Sellers, Enterprise and 
Exploitation in a Victorian Colony. Aspects of the Economic and Social History of Colonial Natal. Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 
1985, 236 and Goolam Vahed ‘The Making of Indianess: Indian Politics in South Africa during the 1930's and 1940's,’ Journal of Natal 
and Zulu History, 7: 1997, 5. 

34 PAR, NT, 54/T230/1900, Attorney General. Regarding the case of Trooper RG Jones and D Vinden treatment to which Vinden was 
subjected, 1899-1900. 
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The Statesmen asserted that it believed that the 

Magistrate was wrong in holding the statement made by 

Vinden and that “In the exuberance of his gratitude to that 

officer [Mardall] for promptly ordering his release,” he did 

not wish to bring a civil action against Jones. “However that 

may be, there must be a general consensus of opinion that is 

decision that the plaintiff was disentitled to damages for the 

handcuffing because he had provoked Jones by laughing at 

him, was an outrage alike on justice and on common sense.”35 

The most important feature of this case however, is that it 

illustrates Vinden’s petty bourgeois status and the fact that as 

an interpreter he did not see himself as an Indian but as an 

Asiatic. The Statesmen stated that the “evidence the case 

affords in the way in which, when natives of this Colony are 

concerned, the police of Natal set themselves above the law 

and act upon rules made by themselves with only one sided 

regard to its provisions,” is clearly indicative of the treatment 

of Indians in Natal by the British public and state. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 3: The Statesmen, Calcutta, November 8, 1899. 

 

                                                      
35 PAR, II, 1/95/I1967/1899, Description Emigration Agent for Natal Calcutta: Excerpt from the "Statesman" Re arrest of David 

Vinden, 1899. 
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In 1905, a certain C. Mudeliar, sent a letter to the Colonial Secretary informing him that Vinden did 

not want to take down his complaint of assault by a Sidar. This is an interesting incident in that it brings to 

the fore commentaries on Indian literacy and representation, and also offers a very different perspective of 

the Indian trading community, even if Mudeliar is just one example.36 Mudeliar was an assistant in a Company 

trading under the name of Omar & Co, and had been responsible for delivering and supplying food and 

groceries to soldiers stationed in Ladysmith during the siege. But more importantly his language use and style 

of writing clearly does not reflect a thorough knowledge of the English language. Reading his deposition as 

opposed to Vinden’s, which is clear, concise and well written, would have undoubtedly tipped the scale in 

favour of Vinden. He did however have a book of testimonials attached to his letter that were from various 

Lieutenants in the army who sang his praises and found him to be an honest and steady man. The 

testimonials stated that he was obliging, moderate in his charges, trustworthy, civil, cheerful, willing, 

industrious, and had become “one of the most celebrated of the many celebrities among the civil population 

of Ladysmith.” Yet Mudeliar’s letter, while difficult to read, sheds light on the interstices and interconnections 

of caste and class in the Indian society as well as the level of literacy of the Indian community. 

 

     Ladysmith 

     21.10.05 

To 

   The Honourable Colonial Secretary, 

     Pietermaritzburg, 

Respectable Sir,  

Re: Complaint for Munisamy 

 

I beg to write to you these following few lines to inform you, that I went with funeral on the 13th 

instant, we all reached the grave yard, an Indian name Munisamy, right Sidar of Corporation and he 

told me good afternoon. I have replied good afternoon Sir, and few minutes after I asked friend of 

mine to give me a smoke and he said I have none, another man given a smoke the above named 

standing near him and suddenly asked me the caste, and the Munisamy said I am a high caste 

Vallahlan I said the Munisamy you caste is highest; keep it yourself and after he was quite and 

standing at the grave yard. When we was returning from the grave yard and the Munisamy assaulted 

several peoples went with the funeral they are all hearing and I have been went to complaint to the 

Superintendent of Borough Police and he advised to me to come at Court House 9 a.m. 14th inst., I 

have went to the Court House next day morning I have met the Superintendent of Borough Police  

                                                      
36 For instance look at Maureen Swan. Gandhi: The South African Experience. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1985, Mabel Palmer. The History of 

the Indians in Natal. Cape Town, New York: Oxford University Press, 1957 and Hilda Kuper. Indian People in Natal.  Pietermaritzburg: 
Natal University Press, 1960, in which all three authors roughly characterises the working class as educated and knowledgeable. 
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and he told me to make deposition by Mr. D. Vinden and I went to the Indian Interpreter’s office and 

I told him to make deposition and he replied to me and I have plenty works to do, come later on and 

I am wait for one and half hours and I return to home, and also I have been told to the Town Clerk 

of this town, and he advised to me, to Complaint by the Borough Engineer. I have entered in the 

office of Borough Engineer I am not found him his office and I reported to the assistant Town Clerk. 

I have been made deposition by him, addressed to the Borough Engineer and I was wait for the reply 

from the Borough Engineer. 4 days after I went again to the Indian Interpreter’s office and I could 

not found him his office and after I went to the Borough Engineer’s office and the Boro Engineer 

advice to me when he hear fully-enquiries and he will let me know, same day 12.30 o’clock I went to 

Court House. I have met D. Vinden and he said to me going to Dinner and I returned to my home. 

Why refused the Indian interpreter to make my deposition and he always jealous on me, of all the 

Indians I known well about him. I have attached the names of witnesses, on day Munisamy assaulted 

on me. When you received this letter please enquire about the matters and I will be daily waiting for 

your reply to this so please reply immediately. Please excuse of my trouble and your kindly oblige, 

 

Your most obedient Servant 

C. Natasen Mudeliar 

Licensed, Labour and Commission Agents.37 

 

The letter says two important things, one the Sidar assaulted Mudeliar because of his caste and two, 

Mudeliar thinks that Vinden is jealous of him because he was a trader and therefore of higher caste. But 

Vinden stated that Mudeliar was a ‘loose character’ and that he had asked him to wait outside because he was 

busy. In response to this letter, Vinden stated that Mudeliar had also accused the Sidar of drunkenness and 

that he had on several occasions been assaulted by Indian males as well as females but had never been once to 

lodge a complaint. Vinden stated “This man is a professional liar and his mode of earning a living is a 

disgrace. The license he holds at present is an agents, which was subscribed by several Refugee and Non-

refugee with the object of trying to check the Transvaal Authorities for Permits.”38 He went further to assert 

that the testimonials attached are ‘valueless to the people that know him best and are in his close company,’ 

and the only reason Mudeliar got them was in exchange for Omar’s foods. Furthermore, Vinden possessing 

the power of the English language, in his letter, said that this man should not be trusted because he 

apparently spent most of his indenture in gaol and had since visited the Police Stations on many occasion for 

various ‘disgraceful acts.’ Vinden also stated that Mudeliar was well known in the other towns of the Colony 

and his presence amongst the ignorant Indians was a ‘ruination’ to them. He said that “it will take pages to 

                                                      
37 PAR, CSO, 1799/1905/8339, CN Mudeliar, Ladysmith. Case of alleged assault by Indian Sirdar in the employ of the Ladysmith 

Corporation. Complains that Indian Interpreter in Magistrate's Office (D Vinden) refused to take his deposition, 1905. 
38 PAR, CSO, 1799/1905/8339, CN Mudeliar, Ladysmith. Case of alleged assault by Indian Sirdar in the employ of the Ladysmith 

Corporation. Complains that Indian Interpreter in Magistrate's Office (D Vinden) refused to take his deposition, 1905. 
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write the history of this man and I think such men of Mudeliars classes should be deported.”39 It is even more 

interesting however; that the Magistrate of the Klip River district did not think Vinden was in any way to 

blame in asking Mudeliar to wait. While Vinden was an “indifferent character,” the Magistrate felt that the 

assault was of a trifling nature and the outcome of an unsavoury expression used by Mudelair towards the 

Sidar but that Mudelair had no grounds for complaint against Vinden. 

 

A year later another incident occurred with Vinden and the Railway, and yet again we see Vinden 

struggling to assert his identity and position in the Government and among the Indians. Apparently a Postal 

train from Ladysmith was due to arrive from Ladysmith at 1.35 p.m. on the 19th of October 1906 but was 

four minutes late due to the “obstinacy” of the “Indian Vinden.”40 On the train Vinden had entered the 

compartment that was occupied by ‘Europeans’ and was requested to move to the ‘Reserved’ compartment 

for Coloured passengers, but refused and said, “He was as good as any European,” and asked to be ejected by 

force. In response to this Vinden wrote to the Chief Magistrate, stating that on the alleged morning, he was 

travelling on Government duty with an order for a second-class accommodation. A little while after the 

Ticket Collector had clipped his ticket he heard an Inspector Jorge, whom he had known for a good number 

of years and ever since he was a Police Constable, tell the Ticket Collector to put him out. When they both 

came to the Compartment with the Railway Guard and asked him to go the Compartment marked ‘Reserved’ 

he refused and told them that he was not going to travel with “kafirs and low class Indians.”41 However, 

Vinden stated that he was as good as any European, by which he meant that he was entitled to as good 

accommodation as ‘Europeans.’ This is very similar of the incident that occurred in 1899, in which he was 

humiliated by Trooper Jones and when his position as an Interpreter, could not prevent his arrest and 

embarrassment. In stating that he was as good as any European, Vinden was asserting his identity-that he 

disliked being classified as an inferior.  

 

He stated that he had not come to the Colony as an Immigrant and that he was not recognised as a 

Coloured person within the paradigms of the Laws of the Colony. He was after all a member of the 

Permanent Civil Service for more than nineteen years, which is precisely what he had said to Trooper Jones 

with the pass incident. He did however ask to be ejected by force but after some unpleasant remarks by 

Inspector Jorge he went to the ‘Reserved’ compartment where he had to travel with “a low class Indian waiter 

                                                      
39 PAR, CSO, 1799/1905/8339, Deposition of David Vinden in response to C Mudeliar complaints, 1905. 
40 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/18, L1389/1906, District Superintendent, Natal Railways: Delay to No. 55 train on 19 October at Ladysmith caused 

by the Indian Vinden, 1906. 
41 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/18, L1389/1906, District Superintendent, Natal Railways: Delay to No. 55 train on 19 October at Ladysmith caused 

by the Indian Vinden, 1906. 
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and an uncivilised native whose smell caused [him] to put the shutters down.”42 This was not the first time 

that he complained about travelling in the ‘Reserved’ compartment but it appears that his objection to 

travelling in the ‘Reserved’ compartment had more to do with the fact that he did not want to travel with 

other Indians. In his letter he says: 

 

That I have often seen natives (both sexes), travel by that compartment. 

That I have often seen natives and Indians of a lower social scale and position travel in those 

compartments. 

That I have seen native prostitutes travel in those compartments and some without respect to their 

fellow passengers. 

It is below the dignity of a respectable person to travel with Indians who are not socially equally. 

It is not respectful for me to allow my wife and children to travel amongst the class of people I have 

mentioned above. 

I have already complained about this matter to the late General Manager in April 1905.43 

 

The ambivalence of claiming to be a spokesperson of the Indian community at large and then not wanting to 

travel with common Indians reveals Vinden’s egotism and selfish pursuits in using his appointment as an 

interpreter and postmaster to live an English lifestyle and be recognised as an English gentlemen. Vinden 

believed that because he was an old Civil Servant, and well-known official in the Ladysmith Magistrate, he 

should have been entitled to better accommodation than be forced to travel in the Reserved Compartment 

with lowly Indians and ‘natives’ which in keeping with Colonial ideology he thought to be inferior and 

unworthy of his acquaintance. He ends his letter by saying that on the day in question there were plenty of 

second-class accommodation available but because he was Indian (Coloured) he was forced to travel in the 

‘Reserved’ compartment. It is this incident that especially shows his indifference towards those classes of 

peoples that were below him. By 1906, Vinden had become so absorbed in the system and Imperial English 

middle class mindset that he considered himself above those that were in his eyes racially inferior.  

 

This incident is somewhat reminiscent of what happened to Gandhi on his first railway trip in South 

Africa. The much exaggerated and celebrated scene from the movie Gandhi, which has come to represent the 

catalytic moment of his political sojourn, bears resemblance to what happened to Vinden. Gandhi was 

reading Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God is Within You, when the porter asked him how long he had been in South 

Africa, because he did not know how it was possible for an Indian to get a first class ticket. At that moment, 

                                                      
42 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/18, L1389/1906, District Superintendent, Natal Railways: Delay to No. 55 train on 19 October at Ladysmith caused 

by the Indian Vinden, 1906. 
43 PAR, 1/LDS, 3/3/18, L1389/1906, District Superintendent, Natal Railways: Delay to No. 55 train on 19 October at Ladysmith caused 

by the Indian Vinden, 1906. 
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the conductor pushed the door open and said “Here – coolie, just what are you doing in this car?”44 Gandhi 

was on his way to Pretoria to represent an Indian in a legal matter and despite Gandhi explaining that he had 

sent for the ticket via post and that he was a bona fide lawyer, the conductor insisted that there were no 

coloured lawyers in South Africa. Gandhi then said to the conductor: “Sir, I was called to the bar in London 

and enrolled in the High Court of Chancery - I am therefore an attorney, and since I am - in your eyes - 

coloured - I think we can deduce that there is at least one coloured attorney in South Africa.” To which the 

conductor says, “Smart bloody kaffir - throw him out! You move your damn sammy [45] carcass back to third 

class or I'll have you thrown off at the next station.”46 Unlike Gandhi however, Vinden did not want to travel 

in the Reserved section because he was an elite and a member of the Civil Service and could therefore not 

travel with modest Indians. It is the principal of the matter that remains the same in both cases however. 

Both Vinden and Gandhi were not allowed to travel first class because they were not European. And even 

though Vinden’s incident was not as significant as Gandhi’s (in terms of popular history) the essential point is 

that he was making a political statement that was based on his ambivalent/ambiguous position of being 

caught in the middle. The reason perhaps for Vinden asking to be ejected by force off the train, could be that, 

one, like the earlier episode with Trooper Jones, he wanted to cause a similar sensation as he had with The 

Statesmen. And two, he was attempting to fight ‘the system,’ even though he was a fundamental part of it. 

 

 Another major problem concerning these interpreters was that of inter-rivalry and animosity.47 On 

the morning of the 2nd of May 1908, while on his way to the office, Vinden met Peters, his assistant 

interpreter at the Pietermaritzburg Magistracy, who had also served as his substitute when he went to 

Mauritius, when Hurree had complained about the issuing of passes. Vinden had apparently heard Peters call 

him a coward and when Vinden asked him who he was calling a “damn coward,” Peters said “you” and 

struck Vinden with a closed fist cutting the inside of his mouth. A month before this, in April, Vinden had 

received an anonymous letter which was signed, “Yours revengeful.” The letter said,  

If you do not give your tongue a rest by speaking ill of others. I will in time stop you by smashing 

your head and limbs. You escaped once hope won’t this time. Several others got their grudge on you. 

Beware in future.48 

                                                      
44 Richard Attenborough (dir.) Gandhi. Columbia Pictures, 1982.  See also Hilda Kuper. Indian People in Natal.  Pietermaritzburg: Natal 

University Press, 1960, 45 and Bill Guest. ‘Indians in Natal and Southern Africa in the 1890’s,’ in Judith M. Brown and Martin 
Porzesky (eds.) Gandhi and the South Africa: Principles and Politics. Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1996, 7. 

45 Coolie Sammy and Coolie Mary. These were names given the Indian males and females by Europeans because most Indian names 
ended with ‘samy’ and it was much easier to pronounce. Similarly the term “Mary” was used by whites for all Indian females. See Uma 
Shashikant Dhupelia. From cane fields to freedom: a chronicle of Indian South African life. Cape Town: Kwela Books, 2000, Photographs 49, 51. 

46 Richard Attenborough (dir.) Gandhi. Columbia Pictures, 1982.  
47 As will be further explored in chapter four in a conspiracy case involving Henry Louis Paul of the Durban Magistrate and Stephen of 

the Supreme Court. 
48 PAR, Attorney General's Office (AGO), I/8/122/155A/1908, D Vinden, Indian Interpreter, City Court: Charges his assistant, Peters 

with assault, 1908. 



David  Vinden  
 
 

- 45 - 

This letter suggests that Peters possessed a deep-seated hatred for Vinden’s pomposity, and that Vinden was 

truly disliked by the community because of his attitude and feelings towards the Indian community in 

Pieterrmaritzburg. Vinden argued however, that one of the reasons for Peters’ behaviour and action could 

have been the result of various complaints made by Vinden to the Acting Senior Clerk of the City Court, with 

regards to the fact that Peters allowed Indians, male and female to visit their offices even though they had no 

business there and turned their offices into a “La tent blaguere.”49 “The worst annoyance is the great number 

of females and their constant visits into our room, and the manner they are attended to is unbearable.” 50 

Moreover, Peters would give the ‘professional thieves’ and ‘loafers’ chairs and they were allowed to sit for 

hours while “holding under-tone” conversations with him. Such differences amongst these interpreters were 

common. Jealousy and competition amongst interpreters were also commonplace, because they struggled not 

only with each other but also with the government to become more influential, and obtain more recognition 

or be offered a better job. The quest for good employment, as Bradford Spangenberg has explained, 

“fostered a spirit of keen competition and even bitter rivalry among civilians, pitting individual against 

individual and group against group.”51 

 

On another occasion in January 1910, while walking down the street, Vinden, saw a certain Thomas 

Manasseh walking across from him, son of the Reverend John Thomas of Pieterrmaritzburg, the first Indian 

to be ordained as a Christian Minister.52 Thomas was on his way to the Post Office to send a telegram with 

respect to fulfilling court orders. When Thomas returned from the Post Office, he apparently walked up to 

Vinden, carrying a hunting crop in a very threatening manner. Vinden thinking that Thomas was about to 

strike him said “You rascal” and moved towards him. Thomas seeing two ‘natives’ with Vinden ran in the 

direction of the Court House. In the meantime, Vinden seeing him run, followed him. There were some 

‘natives’ in the street who evidently thought that Thomas was an escaped prisoner. One of them shouted 

“Vimba” and a certain Trooper Davidson who was passing at the time pursued Thomas as far as the rails in 

front of the Court House. There were some ‘Native’ Constables about at the time, also one of the Chiefs, and 

thinking that he was really escaping they followed him into the Court House. Two of the Constables found 

him in the Clerk of the Court’s Officer and took him to the Police Officer. While they were holding Thomas, 

Vinden came up from behind and struck him two or three blows with a sjambok in the presence of a large 

crowd including the several European Clerks and ‘Native’ Constables. Sergeant Batterbury who was in an 

                                                      
49 Roughly translated, Vinden is saying that Peter’s actions and behaviour is changing this place into a joke. More so, this phrase shows his 

flair with the French language, another indicator of this cultured status, since knowledge of the language was expected to show an 
enlightened mind. 

50 PAR, AGO, I/8/122/155A/1908, D Vinden, Indian Interpreter, City Court: Charges his assistant, Peters with assault, 1908. 
51 See Bradford Spangenberg, British Bureaucracy in India: Status, Policy and the ICS in the Late Nineteenth Century Delhi, 1976, 257, in Nicole 

Herz. ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political: Ambition and Angst in the Lives of Indian Civil Servants, 1880-1950.’ in, Essays in History, 40 
Charlottesville, Virginia: Corcoran Department of History, University of Virginia, 1998. 

52 See Appendix, Image 10. 
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adjoining Office heard the disturbance and at once interfered and stopped Vinden from assaulting him any 

further. Sergeant Batterbury went back to his office and then one of the ‘Native’ Constables who was still 

under the impression that Thomas was an escaped prisoner, handcuffed him and made him sit under a tree 

for some fifteen minutes. As soon as Sergeant Batterbury became aware of this, he ordered his release. After 

his release, Thomas said to Vinden “Uncle forgive me for what I have done.”53  

 

According to a letter sent to the Colonial Secretary, by Mr. Barter, the Assistant Magistrate, who was 

at the Court House when the incident occurred it was Thomas who was the aggressor and that it had 

appeared as if Vinden did not go down the Street with the intention of assaulting him, nor was he 

accompanied by Trooper Davidson and four ‘Native’ Police. The Assistant Magistrate was of the opinion that 

none of his Clerks were to blame nor any members of the Police. The Assistant Magistrate of the Ladysmith 

district was also adamant that Thomas was not a ‘respectable youth’ because he did not think that any young 

Indian who could write a letter [see below] with such ‘distasteful description’ to a man of Vinden’s age could 

claim to be respectable. More importantly though, the Assistant Magistrate did not believe that the case was a 

serious one since no marks had been left on Thomas and that taking all the circumstances into consideration 

he felt that a fine of £1 was the highest he could inflict, especially on a member of his Court. This again 

shows the attitudes held by the Magistrates towards their Interpreters and the fact that as members of the 

civil service they were sometimes afforded special protection even when they were “in the wrong.” This could 

only have served to heighten the hostility some ordinary Indians felt towards the interpreters, as it illustrated 

most clearly that they were in an inherently ambiguous position.  

 

The letter that Thomas wrote to Vinden that was used as evidence against him, illustrates the 

resentment and hostility that Thomas felt for Vinden. Moreover, it is apparent that one of the reasons for 

Vinden hitting Thomas was as a result of Thomas’s affection towards Vinden’s second daughter, Asnath. 

 

I never knew you to be such damn fool as what you now prove to be.  

If you have any ill will to perform against me; why don’t you tackle me direct, instead of troubling 

others?  

Whats the earthly use of you trying to stab others behind their back, while they do not take any notice 

of you, or what you do.  

What has my father or anyone else got to do with my affairs. 

If you have anything to say, or do, do it in a manly way to me, and not get round my fathers back. My 

father did nothing to you. Of course its understood that you are only trying to knock blood out of 

                                                      
53 PAR, CSO, 2602/C1/1910, Description FH Birdsey, Pietermaritzburg, writes regarding David Vinden, Indian Interpreter at Ladysmith, 

assaulting an Indian named Mannasseh Thomas, 1909. 
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stone when you try to get my father off his situation, so its no use of you trying. You can take this 

with my compliments. 

I challenge you now. If you have got anything to fight with me about, have it out with me. 

You are a blooming coward to go and attack people who have nothing to do with my personal affairs. 

You are not a man worth taking any notice of. You are a fool, a backbiter and a damn coward. 

Come to me, yes me, if you have anything to pick, and I’ll give you your due, and mind you, I am 

prepared to meet you in an honest way, and not as you do, getting round a persons back.  

I want to marry your daughter Asnath. Say yes, or no. I know you are not anxious to give her to me, 

and its for you to stand the risk. I am going to have your daughter as my wedded wife sooner or later 

whether you damn well consent or not. So you can do what you like. I’m ready for you. 

If you can come in an honest way, you can’t do bugger all to me. 

I’m prepared for you anywhere you like. 

If you are a respectable man, as you for your own justification I think, let it be to yourself. 

If you want to degrade me, as you are doing now, I am going to start and play my ace. One turn 

deserves another. You need’nt make out to the public that you are a saint. 

Remember how you and your wife cleared out of Mauritius and came to Natal and in what state and 

what relation binds between the woman who is your present wife and you. 

Your own admissions are now betraying you. 

Don’t make out you are a saint, as you are the worst rascal and a real scoundrel among the people of 

your age. 

You are a swine, a cur, a brute, and an old wretch who ought to be shot. 

I know now all what you have attempted, and if you were only before me know, at this instance I 

don’t know what I’ll do to you. 

I am not afraid of what I write to you now, I have reasons for this letter. 

If you want to have you revenge out with me I’m ready for you. I know you are going to keep this 

letter for future use. You can do so. File it is carefully as you like. I’ll bring the Court into light about 

you. You will no more deceive the Court of your character while I’m alive. 

I am waiting for you. 

Come out and fire at me if you are a fair and square man, and don’t go and tackle others about my 

concerns. 

You are a brute, a dirty cur, and an ungrateful wretch and I know how to treat you. 

 

Your intended son-in-law 

Sgd Manasseh Thomas54 

 

                                                      
54 PAR, CSO, 2602/C1/1910, Description FH Birdsey, Pietermaritzburg, writes regarding David Vinden, Indian Interpreter at Ladysmith, 

assaulting an Indian named Mannasseh Thomas, 1909. 
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There was more importantly a letter from a H. F. Birdsey, a solicitor based in Pietermaritzburg, to 

the Colonial Secretary, which outlined the event from Thomas’s viewpoint. Apparently, Asnath Vinden first 

brought a civil action against Thomas, and from Birdsey’s letter we learn that Thomas illegitimately fathered 

the child of Asnath, and that this was the reason why Vinden had assaulted him. Moreover, on the day of 

assault when Vinden saw Thomas, he was on his way to the post office to pay his living-in expenses and child 

maintenance. Birdsey went on to state that one of the interesting features of this case is that while Thomas 

was being assaulted and handcuffed, Mr. Barter (the Assistant Magistrate) was sitting at his window and 

witnessed the assault but notwithstanding Thomas’ appeals to him for protection only laughed and told him 

to “shut up.” Birdsey ends his letter by asserting that “It is almost ludicrous that a respectable and well 

educated Colonial born Indian youth should receive such treatment at the hands of Government Officials 

within the precincts of the Court. It is even more incredible that the official Indian interpreter, attached to the 

court, should be at liberty to make use of ‘native’ constables with a view of satisfying his own private 

vengeance, and further, should be allowed to unlawfully assault and ignominiously handcuff a peaceable 

individual under the cover of his official capacity.”55 From this case, like most others, it is possible to maintain 

that these ‘officers’ of the civil service, used their power for their own personal gain, to settle private feuds 

and vendettas. Vinden not only had the support of the other constables and court officials but also and most 

significantly that of the Magistrates. Had there been a reverse of the situation, the penalties placed on Thomas 

would have been far more serious and considerable. However, it is quite evident that even though Vinden 

was in the wrong here and his actions were uncalled for, it was approached as a trivial matter and he was only 

fined £1. Consequentially, it was only due to the fact that he served as an asset in the Court and as an Indian 

Interpreter that he wielded a significant [even if it was limited] amount of control over the system. 

 

Interpreters in the Colony of Natal, like Vinden, belonged to the most professional strata of society. 

They dressed in English clothing, spoke the English language and lived an English life style. As in Natal, 

English in India has meant a familiarity with British administration and education. Acquiring an English 

education appealed primarily to the “learned classes,” Brahmins and lower caste officials who had used the 

language and education to escape their caste, status and poverty. English education had created a middle class 

in India and allowed for the formation of a class of interpreters who acted as mediators between the British 

and Indians.56 The decision to teach English in India, which took the form of Anglicism57 was to facilitate 

easier administration as an alternative to requiring the British to learn the Indian dialects. However, there 

                                                      
55 PAR, CSO, 2602/C1/1910, Description FH Birdsey, Pietermaritzburg, writes regarding David Vinden, Indian Interpreter at Ladysmith, 

assaulting an Indian named Mannasseh Thomas, 1909. 
56 Partha Chatterjee. The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993, 

35. 
57 The promotion of English language and other aspects of colonial modernity, such as dress, appearance, life style, education and 

bureaucracy. 
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were numerous European scholars who were inclined to the preservation of the Indian languages, such as Sir 

William Jones who founded The Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784 to enable research in Indian culture and its 

relationship with European languages.58 In 1820 when Mountstuart Elphinstone established the Bombay 

Native Education Society, Indians could for the first time in the history of British rule receive, “a systematic 

inculcation of the literature, languages, science and philosophy of Europe.”59 And it was in 1829 that Lord 

Bentinck pronounced the intent of the British Government to make English the official language of 

commerce and administration throughout India. Thomas Macaulay, an English Whig lawyer, politician, 

essayist, poet and popular historian joined Bentinck and advocated in favour of English education for the 

upper and middle urban classes. On the 2nd of February 1835, he presented his famous “Minute on Indian 

Education” to the British Supreme Council of India. In which he stated “We must at present do our best to 

form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian 

in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.”60 However, the long term 

consequences of the Macaulayite education system was never for the good of the people since it was 

implemented as a system of the Empire to create an educated elite that would serve and perpetuate British 

rule. One of the problems of this education system was that it had created an elite that was not only small in 

comparison to the rest of the Indian population but that was also cut off from the overwhelmingly poor 

masses. A similar trend is discernable in Colonial Natal, in that being able to speak English was an advantage 

and a means of progress and alleviation, even though this progress was in itself marked by ambiguity and 

remained limited.  

 

In “The Command of Language and the Language of Command,” Bernard S. Cohn, looks at how 

language became a crucially important tool of the British in India. In the seventeenth century, British officials 

undertook the task of learning “Persian” which they saw as a “functional language” and which could be used 

as a “pragmatic vehicle of communication with Indian officials and rulers.”61 The members of the Natal Civil 

Service were in some ways a reflection of the Indians in the Indian Civil Service. Both these groups saw their 

elite position as a means of upward social mobility, and manipulated the system to their advantage. 

                                                      
58 L.S.S. O' Malley. “The Impact of European Civilization” in L.S.S. O’ Malley. (ed.) Modern India and the West: a study of the interaction of their 

civilizations. London: Oxford University Press, 1941. 
59 Sooni Taraporevala. “Introduction,” in Parsis - The Zoroastrians of India: A Photographic Journey, 1980-2000. Mumbai: Good Books, 2000. 

Found at http://www.parsijourney.com/chapters/intro/intro2.html accessed on the 10th of August 2002. This is Taraporevala’s first 
book. She is also the screenwriter of Salaam Bombay! and Mississippi Masala, and both films offer an insightful analysis at the 
consequences of British rule in India. More specifically at life of a street child on the streets of Bombay’s red light district and at Indians 
outside the subcontinent and with Mississippi Masala it aptly illustrates the experienced by Indians émigrés as a result of Idi Aman’s 
expulsion of Indians from Uganda. 

60 Stanley Wolpert. A New History of India. New York: Oxford University Press, 1977, 215. See also Kulke, Eckehard. The Parsees in India, A 
Minority as Agent of Social Change. New Delhi: Bell Books, Vikas Publishing House, 1978, 82 and Taraporevala, Parsis: The Zoroastrians of 
India: a Photographic Journey.  

61 Bernard S. Cohn. The Command of Language and the Language of Command in Ranajit Guha. (ed.) Subaltern Studies IV: Writings on 
South Asian History and Society. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985, 278. 
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Interpretation was a form of knowledge and since “power is knowledge,” it is quite evident that these 

interpreters, like Vinden believed they possessed a sense of power. And this is something which he fervently 

tried to sustain and use as a point of leverage even if this power was tainted and obscured by colonialism and 

the ‘ambiguities of dependence.’62 Cohn says that in India, knowledge allowed civil service members to be 

converted into “instruments of colonial rule.”63 In developing this biographical history on Vinden, much of 

what Cohn argues in relation to India relates directly to Vinden’s use of knowledge as power especially with 

regard to the episode with Thomas and his broader role as an interpreter. 

 

Interpreters were “the medium of intercourse between the Government and its subjects, between the 

natives of Europe who were to rule and the [descendents] of India who were to obey.”64 The symbolism of 

his clothes show his subscription and acculturation or ‘transculturation’ to Western and especially British 

values and systems of professionalism. As Judith Walsh says with regards to members of the Indian Civil 

Service, which included interpreters: “their dilemma focused on the need to incorporate and then 

accommodate themselves to the demands of two diverse and, on some points, antagonistic cultures”65 

Transculturation as Fernando Ortiz calls it, emerges from the space of translation and interpretation at which 

“diverse cultures converge without merging.”66 Acculturation, Oritz argues is imprecise because it “highlights 

only one aspect of a complicated, multifaceted phenomenon.”67 David Vinden aspired after an acquisition of 

what he understood to be the features of ‘modernity’ and ‘Englishness’ within a colonial society/context 

which simultaneously placed restrictions on the extent to which he could be anything other than a ‘subject’ 

and it is this that meant he, like the other interpreters, existed in a ‘liminal zone.’ 

 

                                                      
62 Shula Marks. The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa: Class, Nationalism, and the State in Twentieth-Century Natal. Johannesburg: Ravan 

Press, 1986. 
63 Cohn. The Command of Language and the Language of Command, 283. 
64 Cohn. The Command of Language and the Language of Command, 296. 
65 Judith E. Walsh, Growing Up in British India. New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983, 53. 
66 Anuradha Digwaney. ‘Introduction,’ in Anuradha Digwaney and Carol Maier. (eds)  Between Languages and Cultures. London: University 

of Pittsburgh Press, 1995, 8. 
67 Digwaney. ‘Introduction,’ 8 
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e  

 
COWS AND HEIFERS 

… like a root 
stopped by a stone you turn back questioning 
the tree you feed. But what the leaves hear 
is not what the roots ask. 

        Martin Carter1 
 

 

In Language in Indenture, Rajend Mesthrie in citing D. T. Cole states “…. it must be remembered that 

his own language was of no economic value to the Indian at that time.”2 The adoption of the English 

language and culture by Indians in colonial Natal was based on the mobility and prestige that it offered. 

English, as Mesthrie shows, was imbued with a sense of economic potency. By investigating four interpreters, 

Ward, Peters, Stephen and Burns, this chapter illustrates the extent to which these interpreters used the 

English language as a vehicle for upward social mobility.  

 

 

F r a n k  W a r d  

 
Frank Ward was not only an interpreter, but also the chairperson of a committee that attempted to 

repeal the Liquor Law.3 Ward was an Anglo-Indian (a Eurasian as he called himself) from Madras, and a 

university graduate.4 He had robbed his father and fled to South Africa under his mother’s maiden name. 

When he arrived in the Colony he was successful in his application for a post as Clerk and Indian Interpreter 

at the Umzinto Resident’s Magistracy, but was later dismissed from his job due to misbehaviour.5 He was 

then charged with drunkenness and “fleecing the Indian community by assessing several shillings of each 

coolie signatory on spurious petitions which he sent to the government.”6 Burnett Briton in Gandhi Arrives in 

                                                       
1 As quoted in Walter Rodney. A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905. Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1981, 

120. 
2 Rajend Mesthrie. Language in Indenture – A Sociolinguistic History of Bhojpuri-Hindi in South Africa. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University 

Press, 1991, 110.  
3 PAR, CSO 1451/1891/4309, Frank Ward, Chairman Indian Liquor Law Committee. Enquires re Memorial for repeal of Indian Liquor 

Law, 1891. See also Burnett Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa. Canton, Maine: Greenleaf Books, 1999, 66. 
4 Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 73. 
5 PAR, CSO, 765/1880/3052, Margaret Ward. Relative to her husband’s dismissal from his appointment as Clerk and Indian Interpreter 

to the Resident Magistrate, Alexandra. 1880. 
6 Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 74, but see also PAR, CSO, 1451/1891/2453, Frank Ward. Encloses Memorial signed by over 

3,000 Indians male adults in Natal, praying for the repeal of "Indian Liquor Law" passes on 31st July 1890, for submission to His 
Excellency The Governor, 1891. 
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South Africa states that Ward was a ‘likable fellow’ and “that he knew how to capitalise on an Indian’s 

submission to the benevolence of sarkar mabap.”7 On the 23rd of August 1890, a group of traders convened at 

the Wesleyan Indian School in Queen Street, Durban to discuss the effects of Law 20. The Liquor Law 

regulated the sale of intoxicating liquor and prohibited Indentured Indians and their descendents from 

drinking spirits except at canteens. 

 

Ward believed that the Liquor Act was a conspiracy that the “Forward Party” had conceived so as to 

disenfranchise the Indians by way of an ex-parte suit. Ward held that His Excellency The Governor, as well as 

the Right Honourable the Secretary of State for the colonies should be impelled by a memorial of some sort 

(“backed by “powerful influence” in Parliament and elsewhere”) to repeal the Liquor Act because “Indians 

were British subjects of Her Imperial Majesty, the Queen Empress of India; they were not recorded in the 

annals of English and Indian History as a race of Barbarians, and they should not be reduced to the level of 

the native.”8 The problem that Ward and other members of the elite had with the Act was that they felt it 

would lead to ‘unnecessary temptation’ and ‘disturbances’ and that, Madrasi servants would frequently absent 

themselves from work in favour of a dram. Ward, because of his ability to speak English was seen as a vital 

link between the campaigners, the Indian populace and the government. In addition to being responsible for 

collecting and raising funds for the memorial, it was his task to draw up petitions to the Government.9 The 

reason that this educated and trading class whom Henning describes as the ‘nineteenth century emerging 

elite,’ believed that the sale of liquor to Indentured Indians should be prohibited; was because they felt that 

money spent on liquor could be better appropriated into such facets as education and business and “it would 

be a great advantage to the Colony,” especially to the standards of living of the poorer classes.10  

 

As will be discussed in Chapter Four, Ward was a much sought after individual. Many Indians looked 

to Ward to write petitions. It is evident from these petitions that he was talented and skilful with the English 

language. Petitioning was an avenue that many Indians chose as a way of making themselves and their 

problems heard by the Government. Petitions were chosen over depositions or testimonials and letters, 

because once interpreters had taken down their complaints, their files were neglected, and nothing would  

come of the complaint. Petitions had at least received some governmental recognition and consideration. 

Gandhi eventually rejected the practise of petitioning, which he saw as little more than a bargaining tool and a 

“subscription to British Constitutional practice,” and western political philosophy even though in his earlier 

                                                       
7 This means parental governance. Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 74. 
8 Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 74. 
9 PAR, II, 1/61/I638/1891, F Ward. Memorial praying for repeal of “Indian Liquor Law,” 1891. 
10 Report of the Indian Immigration’s Commission. (The “Wragg” Commission), 1885-1887. Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and Sons, 1887, 

Statement by Aboobaker Amod, Reproduced in Meer et al. Documents Of Indentured Labourers, 1852-1917. Durban: Institute of Black 
Research, 1980, 390. 
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days in Natal he, like Ward, was the writer of petitions.11 However Ghandi wrote petitions that catered almost 

entirely to the interests of the trading and business community. Petitions have been used throughout history 

to voice demands, including those of working class and middle class citizens, but especially that of the 

underclass. In colonial Natal, both Africans and Indians made frequent use of petitions to make the 

government aware of their grievances. Petitions became a form of political activism and was used to elicit 

legislation, since this was one of the few rights that subjects of the British Empire enjoyed and one of the few 

means through which Indentureds and Africans could draw the attention of the government to their 

grievances.12 Because petition conventions required such details as the request to the ruling body, the 

motivation and name of memorialists, they also serve as valuable historical sources. 

 

In May 1891, Ward sent his repeal memorial to Protector Louis Mason to be transferred to the 

Governor. It had taken him eight months to collect three thousand names and signatures of Indian men, 

most of whom would have probably been Indentured Indians. However, Mason was sceptical of the petition 

as it was only Ward and perhaps two others that could verify the signatures. These signatures or marks were 

written in the Indian languages and because so few Colonial officials could read Tamil, Hindi or Gujarati, it 

was easy for interpreters and petition writers like Ward to forge them. Ward was the type of individual who 

would capitalise on vulnerability and desperation and charged his petitioners two and half shillings each, for 

drawing up a petition.13 Mason argued that if liquor was allowed in India, where it was used in religious 

ceremonies, then it should be allowed in Natal especially since Indians were promised that there would be no 

religious discrimination in Natal. But the Governor rejected the memorial “on the ground that a year had not 

elapsed since the enactment of the liquor bill.”14 A year after this Liquor Bill was passed, the “rollicking” 

Ward requested Mason to resubmit the repeal memorial to the Governor.15 Chelivum Stephen, who was by 

this stage an interpreter in the Umlazi Magistracy and who will come up again later in this chapter, organised 

a counter-memorial that included 1 234 names and marks, supported by an affidavit with five witnesses. It 

stated “We certify that we were present amongst others at the meeting convened by Mr. F. Ward on the 30th 

August last in the Indian School Room, Queen Street, Durban, and heard him state publicly that he was 

promised a round sum of money by the canteen keepers if he did come out in flying colours in reference to 

the Indian Liquor Law.” In response to this ‘internecine feud,’ the Natal Government did nothing.16  

 

                                                       
11 Antony Copley. Gandhi Against the Tide. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987, 39. 
12 See also Marina Carter. Voices from Indenture: experiences of the Indian immigrants in the British Empire. London, New York: Leicester 

University Press, 1996, 12-16. 
13 This particular characteristic of Ward will be explored further in Chapter Four, on Henry Louis Paul. 
14 Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 78. 
15 Britton, Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 80. 
16 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 80. 
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Frank Ward was extremely impatient and impulsive. Once he barged into a committee meeting of the 

Natal Indian Congress, and demanded to be heard. When the chair refused to listen to him, he stormed out, 

muttering that he would write to the newspapers about it. Gandhi did not appear to be too fond of him 

either. Almost a year after Gandhi had arrived in South, he sent for Henry Louis Paul, an interpreter at the 

Durban Magistracy, on the 30 June 1894. He suggested that Paul travel to England to represent the Natal 

Indians as part of a deputation, and also asked him to work for the community, “particularly by persuading 

liquor drinkers to give up the habit,” and take over the Liquor repeal campaign because “Gandhi had not 

been impressed by the temperance work of Frank Ward.”17 The fact that Ward saw himself as a Eurasian and 

not as an Indian, even though he also claimed to be a champion of Indian causes, became a point of 

contention when he was charged with the illegal possession of liquor. Captain George Lucas who was his 

attorney agreed that any Indian in possession of liquor was subject to criminal punishment but his argument 

was that Ward was a Eurasian and therefore exempt from the law. Ward considered himself a class of persons 

removed from the Indian Immigrants and their descendents and that he therefore should be placed under 

special jurisdiction, laws and tribunals. Similarly to Vinden and the pass incident, Ward viewed himself as 

Eurasian and different therefore to Indians, indentured or immigrant.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                       
17 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 116. 
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A n t h o n y  H e m a n  P e t e r s  

 

 

 
Image 4: Anthony Peters with his daughter, Dr Beryl Peters 

who graduated in medicine from Edinburgh in 1937.18 

 

 

On the 1st of June 1908, a group of petitioners claiming to represent the Indian community of the 

City and Borough of Pietermaritzburg sent a letter concerning Mr. A. H. Peters, who was at the time an 

Interpreter and Clerk at the Pietermaritzburg Magistrate. In 1897, Peters began his career as an Interpreter at 

the Inanda Magistrate as an assistant to J. Lennon.19 By 1902, he joined Henry Louis Paul as an Indian 

Interpreter and Clerk at the Durban Magistracy. He stayed there until 1906, when he was transferred to the 

Pietermaritzburg Magistrate’s Court and acted as Interpreter and Clerk until the formation of Union. Very 

little is known about Peters but he shares certain important characteristics with most of the other interpreters 

in the Colony, such as an ambiguous social status and the experience of white colonial antagonism. 

 

A petition signed by E. Naicker and others, suggests that we can place Peters in the same category as 

other Interpreters with regards to provoking complaints from Indians, especially in terms of extorting money 

and unfair representation. The petition stated: 

 

 

                                                       
18 A. C. Meer. ‘Spotlight Falls on the Peters of PMB,’ 1986. Courtesy of Mr. Rajendra Chetty. 
19 See Appendix. Tables of Interpreters in different Magistrates. From the Civil Service Lists, it appears that Lennon was an Interpreter in 

the Inanda Magistracy from 1895-1897.  
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1. That by the abuse of his official position he had become most unpopular amongst the Indians in 

the metropolis. 

2. That he interests himself too deeply in cases prior to their being brought before the Court; and 

has, in many case, actually precognised [sic] witnesses and suggested evidence so as to ensure 

success to one or other of the parties concerned. 

3. That he often acts in an arbitrary and capricious manner by refusing to take the depositions of 

many a poor and ignorant Indian, who call at his office for the purpose of lodging complaints, 

unless he is paid for taking them. 

4. That his conduct and language towards Indian women and girls are often indecent and insulting, 

and cannot be tolerated by any honourable and self-respecting people. 

 

That your petitioners are certain that the truth of the above assertions cannot be denied, as it is of 

public knowledge. That your petitioners therefore feel that this state of affairs cannot be allowed to 

continue without its resulting in some substantial injustice and harm to the community to which your 

petitioners belong. That your petitioners have purposely left out of consideration Mr. Peters’ previous 

character and conduct whilst he was in the Court at Durban, as they presume that it is known to the 

Colonial office. That your petitioners are averse to suggesting the extreme course of dismissing Mr. 

Peters from office, which is the only remedy that is any way proportioned to the nature of evil, but 

would humbly pray for his transfer to a Country Magistracy as a punishment for his misconduct. That 

your petitioners are convinced that the continuance of Mr. Peters in his present position will be 

detrimental to the interests of justice, injurious to the public, and discredited to the Government, and 

they therefore venture to hope that their prayer will be granted.20  

 

The petitioners portray Peters as a dishonest and unsavoury character, stating that he should be 

dismissed from the Civil Service, and if that is not possible that he be transferred to a Country magistracy. 

Even though 30 Indians signed this petition, the Chief Magistrate responded by proposing that the only 

course of action was to subpoena the petitioners to be examined on an informal charge against the accused of 

indecency. But, this did not happen and was not likely to because of the favouritism afforded to interpreters 

by individual Magistrates and the authorities as a whole. 

 

On the 14th of August 1908, another letter of complaint was sent to the Chief Magistrate, this time by 

a certain R. Maharaj.  

 

 

 

                                                       
20 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46/1908, Description E Naiker and others forwards a petition regarding Mr. AH Peters, Indian Interpreter, City 

Court, 1908. 
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I, Ramchur Maharaj, do make oath and say as follow: - 

 

(1) That about three weeks ago I make a deposition at the City Court, and applied for a warrant for 

the arrest of my registered wife Jhanki and a man named Mathura on the charge of Adultery. 
(2) That on the day of the trial, Indian Detective Veloo also known as Moorgan, a witness for the 

prosecution, stated in Court that the male accused had told him that Peters, the Indian 

Interpreter, had informed him prior to his apprehension, that a warrant had been issued for his 

arrest of Jhanki. 
(3) That I subsequently learned that in consequence of this information, the accused who had 

hitherto lived together were found living apart and arrested at different places. 
(4) That as Mr. Peter (who is a Government servant) interested himself in the case and had put the 

accused persons on their guard in order to defeat the ends of justice, I respectfully pray that an 

enquiry may be held into his conduct.21 
 

In a deposition dated the 24th of August 1908, Veloo alias Moorugan, the arresting officer stated that 

both the accused (Jhanki and Mathura) had told him that they knew there was a warrant of arrest out on their 

names and that Peters, had informed them of that. L. M. Naidoo,22 who was an interpreter at the same court 

as Peters transcribed the deposition given by Maharaj, and wrote the warrant of arrest said that the Magistrate 

declined to accept what Moorugan had been told by the two accused. According to Mathura, who together 

with Jhanki was charged with adultery, said the night he was arrested (23rd of July, Thursday, 7 p.m.) he was 

having his supper and had no idea that a warrant was out for his arrest. He knew the Detective who arrested 

him, but was adamant that he had not been informed by Peters or anyone else. In Jhanki’ deposition she 

seemed quite content that Mathura was her live-in husband [even though she was not married to him] and 

that Maharaj was her real husband [even though he did not support her.] When she was arrested in June, she 

was living alone and not with Mathura and did not know that she was being arrested. Peters remained quite 

obstinate that he did not tell anybody about the arrest. He said he did not even take the deposition, nor did he 

see it taken. He further asserted that he did not even write out the warrant and that Naidoo had not told him 

anything. 

 

Von Gerard, the Assistant Magistrate, who investigated the case, said it was terra nova,23 which 

according to him “was a good thing.”24 On the day this case was in trial von Gerard was away at that Umgeni  

                                                       
21 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
22 Naidoo entered the Civil Service in 1902 as an interpreter at the Lions River Magistrate, where he stayed until 1907. He was later 

transferred to Pietermaritzburg in 1908. He was also sat on a committee, which established a private High Grade Indian School in 
Pietermaritzburg, Indian Opinion, 31 July 1909. 

23 This means “new earth.” 
24 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
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Court and during his absence Mr. Farrar tried the case. The case broke down because the prosecution failed 

to prove the charge. Mathura and Jhanki scantly denied having said anything about being married and Gerard 

said that collusion with Peters was impossible. From questioning Mathura, Jhanki, Peters, Naidoo and 

Maharaj, von Gerard concluded that it was the work of an “Indian tout” Baboo, who worked as a clerk in the 

office of Mr. Young, at the court.25 Gerard also believed that Vinden had a hand in it and was not surprised to 

find that he was a witness in the case. In saying all of this though, Gerard did not wish to whitewash Peters 

but believed that it was necessary to have him transferred to another court for his own interest and that of the 

office. There were two factions of Indians who were constantly at the Courts and there was a number of 

“touts” plying their trade.26 About three weeks prior to the court case, Gerard himself, ejected an Indian 

“tout” Bramdaw, as during the lunch hour Gerard saw him entering the office of the Indian clerk. Gerard 

said that he had given the Indian interpreters many warnings and that he had had them closely watched. 

“Indians” he says “are very great adepts in making such charges and through touts hanging about the place 

are but too eager to put these charges in writing for a consideration.”27 He ended his letter to the Chief 

Magistrate by saying that he thought Peters to be an excellent clerk and a very good interpreter, and cautioned 

him to be more careful in his conduct and duties; and that because of the nature of his work, it was inevitable 

that he would incur the displeasure of ‘the opposition.’28 

 

In an article on the Peters family, A. C. Meer, stated that the history of A. H. Peters family “is the 

history of Indian South Africans’ triumph in adversity.”29 For Peters, in spite of the importance of his role in 

Colonial history, was still a victim of colonial racism. He was forced to experience the apparently common 

racial harassment while travelling by train to the Transvaal, when he was forcibly removed from the train 

compartment. In response to this incident Gandhi wrote a letter complaining about the treatment of Indians 

and government officials especially. 

 
Johannesburg,  

October 9, 1907 

To  

The Editor  

Rand Daily Mail  

Johannesburg 

 

 

                                                       
25 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
26 Touts probably refer to those individuals who solicited or importune. They also obtain or sell information.  
27 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
28 PAR, CSO, 2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
29 Meer. ‘Spotlight Falls on the Peters of PMB.’ 
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Sir,  

As you were good enough to warmly take up the case of Mr. Suliman Manga and an Indian woman 

named Punia, who were both grossly ill-treated, I take the liberty of inviting your attention to a third 

case that has come under my observation, which equals, if it does not surpass, the other two in 

wanton insult. 

Mr. Anthony Peters, a born Indian Christian, and an old civil servant of Natal, at present Interpreter 

at the Chief Magistrate’s Court, Pietermaritzburg, was on his way to Johannesburg on Sunday and was 

a passenger by the Johannesburg Mail which left Pietermaritzburg on Saturday. He held a concession 

ticket and a certificate from the Railways in which his official position was described. At Volksrust, 

the Examining Constable put him through a searching cross-examination. Mr. Peters produced his 

permit, which was issued to him at a time when the Indian community had not voluntarily given 

thumb impressions. This did not satisfy the Constable. Mr. Peters, therefore, produced the concession 

ticket referred to by me and offered to give his signature, but all to no avail, the Constable insulting 

him by saying that he might have got somebody else’s concession ticket. Mr. Peters, therefore, went 

so far as to produce his walking-stick, which bore his initials, and his shirt, which bore his full name. 

Even this was not satisfactory. He then offered to deposit money to ensure his return after three days, 

but the Constable ordered a Kaffir policeman to literally drag Mr. Peters out of the compartment. 

Sergeant Mansfield, before whom Mr. Peters was taken, realised the terrible mistake, apologised to 

Mr. Peters, and let him go. That, however, was small comfort. Added to the insult was weary waiting 

at Volksrust, where he knew nobody, and a large slice taken out of his all too brief holiday of three 

days. Mr. Peters returns to his duty tonight. I need hardly comment upon this episode, beyond saying 

that this is a sample of what many a respectable Indian has to suffer in even visiting this country. Here 

there is no question of general legislation, no question of an Asiatic influx, but a question of simple 

courtesy and justice between man and man. Or is the wearing of a coloured skin to be, in the words of 

Mrs. Vogl who wrote the other day to the Glasgow Herald, a crime against the white people of the 

Transvaal? 

I am, etc., 

M. K. Gandhi 30 
 
The letter in some ways reflects those views articulated by The Statesman with respect to Vinden’s 

confrontation. Peters, like Vinden attempted to use his apparel as a signifier of his status and position in the 

Civil Service and society more generally as a buffer to racism. It is interesting though that Gandhi takes it 

upon himself to write to the Editor of a Johannesburg newspaper informing him of this “wanton insult.” 

Gandhi attributes the incident to racism and claims that it was purely because Peters was an Indian that he 

was stopped and removed from the train on accusations that he had stolen the concession.  

                                                       
30 M. K. Gandhi. ‘Letter to Rand Daily Mail.’ Rand Daily Mail, 10 October 1907, found at  
http://www.mkgandhi.org/cwm/vol7/ch200.html, accessed on the 7 November 2002. 
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Eighty years after this episode (1986) and the Peters family has seen two generations of Medical 

doctors. When Peters drew up his will, he expressed his desire that his children entered certain professions. 

He wanted James Christopher to go to India to study to become a Minister. Frederick Anthony was to go to 

St Mary’s College, Madras, where he would stay until he passed his Matric Examination after which he was to 

be sent to England to study for the Bar. Maurice Joseph 31 was to study Medicine and qualify as a doctor, 

which he did accomplish and Beryl, his daughter was one of the first female Indian doctors to study medicine 

at a foreign university.32 Peters represents one of those success stories and is evidence of the upward mobility 

that came with being an interpreter. Unlike Indentured labourers he had the resources available to give his 

children access to an enviable standard of education. This was a reality that Indentured labourers could only 

dream of. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

                                                       
31 See appendix, Image 11. 
32 See appendix, Image 12. 



c ows  and  h e i f e r s… 
 
 

- 61 - 

C h e l i v u m  S t e p h e n  

In Christians Indians in Natal, Joy Brain mentions that C. Stephen33 in addition to being an interpreter 

in the Supreme Court, had previously been employed as a lay preacher by Reverend H. S Scott, son of 

Reverend Ralph Scott. In 1876, Ralph Scott was able to provide assistance for his Indians converts and 

congregation to acquire a piece of land in Queen Street to build a chapel. Funds were generated by collecting 

donations but Brain states that “a public appeal was made in the press for funds to complete the church and 

was signed by the catechist C. Stephen, H. Nundoo, Josiah and Bessessor.”34 In 1880, H. S. Scott began the 

Methodist Indian Mission at the Queen Street Chapel, but in 1884, when the parish had grown considerably, 

Scott employed the services of Stephen who acted as a lay preacher. Brain goes on to say that Stephen, while 

being an interpreter in Pietermaritzburg and Durban, had assisted both the Rev. Ralph Scott and his son and 

worked as a lay preacher until his death in 1911.35 Considering that Stephen was a Methodist and an 

interpreter, one can assume that he, like other Civil Service officials had either received a Macaulayite 

education or schooled at a mission school in India prior to immigrating to Natal. 

 

Stephen first entered the Civil Service as an Interpreter in 1875 at the Umlazi Magistrate. He stayed 

there until 1896, after which he became the Tamil Interpreter in the Supreme Court. By 1895 Stephen was 

also acting as a Puisne Judge.36 Spiller argues that Puisne Judges played a significant role because the Chief 

Justices relied on them for “their expertise and guidance,” and “on occasions, puisne judges combined to 

overrule the decisions of the Chief Justice, and in this way directly contributed to the case law of Natal.”37 

Spiller goes on to say that their “appointment was the consequence of solid achievement in the Natal Civil 

Service.”38 It was not uncommon for Natal Civil Servants to be appointed as Puisne judges, but the fact that 

Stephen; being an Indian Interpreter, was appointed is a distinct reflection of his ‘faithful’ service to the 

Colonial Government.  

 

In Siting Translation Tejaswini Niranjana argues that the problematics of translation and interpretation 

become a site for raising questions on representation, power and historicity. She shows how this site is 

responsible for perpetuating inequitable relations and that translation can be used as an instrument for 

                                                       
33 There are some instances where Stephen’s surname carries an ‘S’ at the end [Stephens] and some where it is absent. Both versions refer 

to the same individual.  
34 Brain. Christians Indians in Natal, 206. 
35 Brain. Christians Indians in Natal, 211. 
36 The Concise Oxford Dictionary, defines the puisne judge of superior court as inferior in rank to the chief justice. 
37 P. R. Spiller. A History of the District and Supreme Courts of Natal, 1846-1910. Durban: Butterworths, 1986, 42. 
38 Spiller. A History of the District and Supreme Courts of Natal, 49. 
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appropriating, controlling and assimilating the oriental ‘other.’39 There is a particular murder case in which 

Stephen played an integral part, which illustrates the importance of the act of interpretation/translation within 

the context of imperialism. He not only gave evidence in court but also influenced the verdict that was 

reached. Stephen acted not simply as an interpreter in the narrow sense of the term, but as a translator-with the 

associated meanings of bridging the chasm created by language and cultural difference within the space of 

colonialism. As a translator, he engaged in the process of representation and thereby exercised considerable 

power. At some time between the seventh and tenth days of May in 1907, in Loop Street, Pietermaritzburg, 

Vellappa Gounden was charged with “wrongfully, unlawfully and wickedly inciting, soliciting, encouraging, 

endeavouring and persuading” Sheik Ramthumiah to kill and murder Elizabeth McDonald and Jessie 

Francis.40 Sheik Ramthumiah lived at 118 Loop Street41 as a domestic servant to Mrs. McDonald and had 

been in her employ for about a year and a half. Jessie Francis was also a domestic servant to Mrs. McDonald, 

but was on much better terms with Mrs. McDonald. Vellappa Gounden lived next door to Sheik, Jessie and 

Mrs. McDonald, at 106 Loop Street42 and he was a domestic servant to Elizabeth J. Mary Behrens. The whole 

affair had apparently started with a quarrel between Jessie and Sheik, the ripple effects of which resulted in 

the murder. 

 

  The quarrel was over a vase of flowers that Jessie had upset by moving around just after 

Ramthumiah had tidied up the place. Ramthumiah was carrying a bucket of water in each hand and when he 

saw this, he struck her with one of the buckets. He was then taken to gaol, by Mrs. McDonald and fined £5 

for assault. At the gaol he met Vellappa, and after telling him what happened Vellappa said,  “not to work any 

longer in that house, that [he] was to go away as [his] mistress was a bad woman, and the other woman was a 

bad woman also.”43 For some time after this Ramthumiah would frequently visit Vellappa who would read to 

Ramthumiah from an Indian storybook he had purchased from Bombay storekeepers in Durban. 

Ramthumiah stated that it was Vellappa who had stirred his anger up, by reading from this book and made 

him believe that if he killed his mistress, he would not have to complete his indenture and could return to 

India. The story as related by Ramthumiah was 

 

about a rich man having some servants.  It was about a man who was sent to get some money, and he 

said he would get it, and then there was a quarrel over that. The Nawab got very angry with this man 

and they sent some soldiers. Then a letter was sent to a friend of his, and then there was a wedding, 

                                                       
39 In focusing specifically on the works of Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man, Niranjana is positioning herself against 

those who see translation as a neutral act. 
40 PAR, RSC, 1/1/95/19/1907, Description Supreme Court criminal cases. Rex versus Vellappa Gounden. Charged with inciting to 

commit the crime of murder, 1907. 
41 See appendix. Reference A on map, Image 13. 
42 See appendix. Reference B on map, Image 13. 
43 PAR, AGO, I/1/322/373/1907, An Indentured Indian Ramthumiah charged with murder, 1907. 
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and leaving the wedding he went to the battle. There was one man named Mohab who annihilated the 

Nawab’s soldiers. Then when he saw that his friend had been killed in battle, he said that he would go 

and have vengeance on him. He asked the horse which friend it was that that had been murdered and 

the horse showed him. When he saw that his friend had been murdered he took a grave and buried 

him. And then he killed the horse with his sword. Then he came back and spoke to his father’s sister; 

and then he told the Nawab that his friend had been murdered; “and because your wife had been 

born on a Friday, don’t you go to battle today.” And the Nawab did not die, but all his soldiers died. 

They were all annihilated.44 

 

In a deposition given by Jessie Francis, she recalled how Ramthumiah had murdered Mrs McDonald.  

 
This morning about half past seven I was in and out of the kitchen several times to get breakfast 

ready. The Indian Ramthumiah was in the kitchen cleaning knives. He left for the dining room setting 

the breakfast table. I went again into the kitchen, he came out of the dining room behind me and 

while I was stirring the food on the stove he stabbed me once on my left shoulder with a big butcher 

knife. I screamed and rushed into Mrs. MacDonald’s room. She came out of the room to meet me 

opening the door I ran in. The Indian was in the passage. She tried to protect me and the Coolie flew 

at her. She tried to push him away from me. He stabbed her three or four times. I could not say where 

he stabbed her. I tried to pull her away and he stabbed me again in my right shoulder. Mrs. Macdonald 

fell on the floor very heavily, bleeding profusely. The Indian ran away up Temple Street. The knife he 

used I saw on the front verandah.45 

 

 Stephen was called upon to translate the text and give evidence in court to show whether any 

connection could be established between the murder and the story. The verdict for Vellappa was not guilty, 

but Ramthumiah was sentenced to death and it was found that the reason Ramthumiah had murdered his 

mistress was not because of the story read to him by Vellappa but because three days prior to the murder he 

was fired from his job as domestic servant, by Mrs. McDonald. It was Stephen’s ability to interpret and read 

the Tamil language that led to Vellappa’s charges being dropped. The reason for advancing this argument is 

based on the fact that Vellappa was charged with “wickedly inciting, soliciting, encouraging, and 

endeavouring to persuade,” Ramthumiah to murder his mistress using a storybook he purchased from 

Bombay traders in Durban.46 The story book which was used as prime evidence was translated by Stephen, 

and Stephen found that the book was about Kings and wars and did not contain any solicit information that  

                                                       
44 PAR, RSC, 1/1/98/23/1907, Description Supreme Court criminal cases. Rex versus Ramthumiah and Vellappa Gounden. Charged 

with murder, 1907. 
45 PAR, AGO, I/1/322/389/1907, An Indian Vellappa Gounden charged with inciting to murder, 1907, Deposition of Jessie Francis. 
46 PAR, RSC, 1/1/95/19/1907, Description Supreme Court criminal cases. Rex versus Vellappa Gounden. Charged with inciting to 

commit the crime of murder, 1907. 
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would incite someone to commit murder. The case also highlights the question of the propagation of Indian 

culture and language during indenture and the extent to which the onus was on the Indians to preserve this. It 

is evident from the literature available that life under indenture was extremely difficult and that as time went 

on, and Indians found themselves ‘settling’ in the colony, the link they had had with India was slowly 

retreating.  

 
 Vellappa is an exceptional case in that not only was he able to buy these books, but he was also able 

to read the language. One of the major problems of Indian Diaspora is the decline in the use of Indian 

mother tongue languages. The degeneration of the Indian languages in South Africa has occurred because of 

the lack of an organized system of education specifically one that included the teaching of mother tongue 

languages; as well as the importance of the English language within the colony of Natal.47 In the Attorney 

General Office records where evidence for the same case is documented, there is a letter from Ramthumiah’s 

father in India, who wrote to him regarding the court case and his well-being.   

 
My dearest son Sheik Ramthumiah 

 

I your father Sheik Allie Said write to inform you that all of us here are well and hope to hear the 

same from you. 

I am in receipt of your letter of 4th March 1907 and learnt the contents thereof. I am sorry to hear 

from your letters that there had been a quarrel between your self and your mistress and that you are 

going to another place to work, we are troubled in mind since we heard of it, for you have written 

some time back that your mistress was very kind and like your mother. Let me know the cause of your 

quarrel at once, you wrote also that you have not hard work to do but to attend watering gardens and 

were happy. You now write to say that you would either go to Sugar Estate or Coal Mines, if this is 

true I would miss your address and there will be some delay in answering your letter. 

Your sister is suffering from carkeides under the arm pit and it would take three months before she is 

cured, we are all troubled about it consequently we could not attend to answering your letter, she is 

now strifle better. I and your brother and others are anxious to see you, and we constantly are 

thinking of you. I your father, is blind in one eye. The other one is not so bad as the other. If my eyes 

are better I would be able to see you when you return home. I am getting anxious about my eyes. Our 

cows and heifer have died. I am stricken with poverty by God I am sorry to say.   

There is famine in this country. I could not work for any length time my age being against me. The 

necessaries of life are very dear, the price of rafee (grain) is 3 ½ measures, mealies 3 measures and 

paday (unchafed rice) 4 measures per rupee. The tank is dried up. Our little children do not obey me 

properly. You are my good son, but the children at home are very disobedient and wicked. 

                                                       
47 Mesthrie. Language in Indenture, 109-117. 
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We have to use a measure of corn and every meal at home I am unable to provide the necessary food 

at home however hard I might labour we would be glad to get a little help from you I am forced to 

seek this help from you. Your younger brother Khader Hoosain left house and staying with one Ali 

Hoosain at Gani Uncle’s house. You are always in my mind. The closing of foreign mails being 

irregular in this part of the country delays our letters considerably but we get your letters in time.   

I do not think I would live to see you where you when you return after your completing your time 

with your present mistress. I am anxiously looking forward to your return. If you wish to open a store 

here you should have sufficient capital to make it profitable.   

I am sending you vegetable seeds, let me know you have received these or not. Nothing more to say. 

      

     Accept blessings 

      Your able father 

      Sheik Alli Said48 
 

 One of the roles that interpreters were able to fill at this time was that of letter writers, but the 

problem with this was that they would charge Indians an exorbitant amount that very few could afford 

considering their economic conditions. The notion of literacy and translation and interpretation, has fostered 

a discussion on the creation of a hybrid culture. After the arrival of indentured Indians in South Africa, the 

interaction and contact between Natal and India was slowly decreasing because of postal services and postal 

fees that were far too high for the indentured. In addition, indentured Indians were largely illiterate and relied 

on interpreters for the reading and writing of letters. Because interpreters charged exorbitant fees for these 

services, communication between Natal Indians and their relatives in India gradually lessened. By translating 

the letter above, Stephen acted as a conduit and helped to bridge the gap created by indenture. From this 

specific case it is evident how an array of issues are brought to the fore that illustrate the importance of these 

interpreters. The letter from Ramthumiah’s father offers valuable evidence of some of the problems faced 

both by Indians in the colony and in India, especially with regards to the postal service and the standard of 

living in India. Moreover as Charlotte Erickson writes: “From such letters we can gain some knowledge of 

the inner social history of the motives and ways of looking at their world of people who did not lead armies 

or governments or business firms, but who participated in the greatest movement of people the world has 

ever known.”49 The letter also shows how these interpreters were absolutely critical mediators, not only 

between Indians in the colony and the colonists and the courts but also with India.   
 

 

                                                       
48 PAR, AGO, I/1/322/276/1907, With reference to translation of an Indian letter, attached. 1907. Stephen was also responsible for 

translating this letter. 
49 Marina Carter. Voices from Indenture: experiences of the Indian immigrants in the British Empire. London, New York: Leicester University Press, 

1996, 3. 
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Image 5: Letter from Sheik Ramthumiah’s father, from India, May 1907. 
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In December 1907, a letter of complaint was sent to the High Court General by Narayanasamy and 

others petitioning against Stephens and what they called his ‘disrespect for the community’. On Friday the 

27th December 1907, Narayanasamy and his fellow petitioners went to the Verulam Court for a case when 

Stephen told them that they would have to pay him £1 before their complaints were entertained. Even 

though they paid him, he also received £1/10 from the opposite parties in the case. They lost the case but 

wished to inform the court that their interpreter “is a swindler.” Another letter, written three days later, by a 

fellow interpreter and clerk at the Richmond Magistracy, Abdool Khadir Siab, validated what Narayanasamy 

said by protesting against Stephen’s behaviour towards women. Apparently on the 28th instant at about 5 

o’clock, during the absence of the Magistrate, a Calcutta woman named Illachia was passing along the Court 

premises when she was “dragged into [Stephen’s] office and with force wanted to cohabit with her.”50 On the 

2nd of January 1908, another letter of complaint was sent to the Minister of Justice, this time headed by R. M. 

Jack. On behalf of several Indians he desired to inform the Ministry that Stephen extorted money from 

Indians for cases. The letter stated that if Indians wanted Stephen to interpret in any case, they would have to 

pay him 1 or 2 pounds of “fowels and eggs.”51 Then only would he take notice and bring the matter to the 

attention of the Magistrate. The letter also said: “If you are women or young girl then he will take her to his 

officer and do her bad, then he will take the case. If not he won’t take notice. And all the poor people are in 

great trouble, because if we have got any case there is no one to hear it.”52  

 

Since there is very little biographical information on Stephen, it is through letters such as these, that 

we attempt to formulate a sense of his character and identity. The accuracy of this method however, depends 

entirely on the veracity of complaints and letters sent to the Colonial Secretary. L. Mason, the Protector of 

Indian Immigrants stated that “the Indian has brought to Natal his love of litigation and a portion of his skill 

in fabricating false cases.”53 With this in mind then it is becomes difficult to ascertain whether these 

complaints are valid or not, or bred purely out of jealously and personal vendetta. If the complaints were true, 

given the popular consensus on interpreters amongst ordinary Indians, then this letter is evidence of Stephen 

wielding the power of his interpretership and privileged ability to speak the language of the Empire to fleece 

the Indian community.  

 

                                                       
50 PAR, CSO, 2600/C2/1908, Registrar, Supreme Court, Pietermaritzburg, 3.1.1908. Translation of two letters from Attorney General. 

Complaints against Indian Interpreter at Verulam (Stephens) by Abdool Khader Saib and Narayanasamy and others, 1908. 
51 PAR, CSO, 2600/C4/1908, R.M. Jack Verulam. With reference to the Court at Verulam. Allegations against Mr. Stephens the 

Interpreter, 1908. 
52 PAR, CSO, 2600/C4/1908, R.M. Jack Verulam. With reference to the Court at Verulam. Allegations against Mr. Stephens the 

Interpreter, 1908 
53 Henning. The Indentured Indian in Natal, 59. 
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T h e  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  i n t e r p r e t e r s ,  B u r n s ,  a n d  t h e  I C S  

The appointment of candidates for Interpreterships and Translatorships had been mainly established 

in the interests of the Natal Colonial Government, and not the Indentured Indians. It was only by 1910 that a 

fully-fledged Indian Examination Board. In 1907, (four years before indenture ended) the Government issued 

a notice regarding the rules for the Examination of Candidates for Interpreterships and Translatorships in the 

English and Indian Languages, which included  

 

1. Gujarati 

2. Hindustani, including Urdu and Hindi 

3. Tamil 

4. Telegu 

5. Malayalam 

6. Caranese54 

 

According to the Government Notice, Examinations were held every half-year, in June and December and on 

dates that were notified through the Natal Government Gazette. It was also necessary that candidates, at least 

a fortnight before the date of any examination, lodge a notice in writing with the Colonial Secretary, of their 

intention to present themselves for examination, together with an examination fee in respect of each of the 

languages in which they desire to be examined. The examination fee was £3/3s for a first class certificate and 

£2/2s for a second-class certificate, which was not returned to the candidate in the event that they were 

unsuccessful in being appointed in the Government Service. If a candidate withdrew or failed to pass the 

examination, the fee would not be returned to him, but he was entitled to present himself at any subsequent 

examination for the same certificate, on the payment of an additional. This meant that it was only possible for 

those individuals who were able to pay this fee, to attempt the exam.  

 

The mode of conducting the examination and determining the merits of the candidate rested in the 

‘capable’ hands of the Board of the Examiners.55 The competency of these examiners was another site of 

conflict. Furthermore the examination process was itself problematic in that it was acceptable if only one 

member of the Board was present during the conduction of the (oral or written) exam. The Government  

                                                       
54 PAR, CSO, 2602/C15/1910, Burns who failed to obtain 2nd Class Certificate for Tamil, 1910. 
55 See also J. J. Hiller. The Magistrate’s Courts: Practice, Rules of the Court. Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and Sons, 1906, 5, 124, and J. J. Hiller. 

Rules of the Supreme and Circuit Courts of the Colony of Natal. Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and Sons, 1906, 54-55. 
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Notice also stated that “It shall be competent for the Board to assume outside assistance for the purpose of 

examining candidates if need be, but without extra expense to the candidates.”56 This then would suggest that 

the Board of Examiners were inexperienced and were not truly representative of the different languages 

spoken by the Indian ‘community.’ However, the notice states that a candidate shall be disqualified not on the 

basis of competency and ability to speak the Indian dialects, but rather for improper behaviour during the 

course of examination. Certificates of Proficiency were issued through the Colonial Secretary’s Office and the 

standards of proficiency were either a Second or First Class rating. With the Second class rating, candidates 

had a knowledge of the Indian language in which he submitted himself for examination as well as the English 

language which would have enabled him to undertake all ordinary interpretations in a Magistrate’s Court 

including taking down or interpreting depositions in English. A First Class certificate meant that the 

candidate was able to undertake any interpretation or translation from the Indian language to English and 

more importantly these Interpreters needed to have a thorough knowledge of the grammar and construction 

of the languages, as well as the legal terms and expressions used in legal and court documents.57 

 

In 1910, W. L. H. Burns applied for the post of Tamil Interpreter but his application was denied, as 

he failed to obtain a 2nd class certificate for Tamil when he was examined by the Board. Burns was born in 

Madras, where the main language spoken is Tamil. He was a British citizen, and educated in Madras at the 

Doveton Protestant College, where he studied Tamil - a language for which he obtained a prize. His first 

official appointment was on board an emigrant vessel, on which amongst other duties he was the Tamil 

Interpreter for the Medical Officer. He held this post for ten years during which time he obtained a certificate 

from the medical officer as to his proficiency as a Tamil Interpreter. After that he served as Clerk and 

Interpreter in the Indian Immigration Trust Board in the Protector’s Department. Burns could read and write 

a little Tamil and also preached ‘the Gospel’ in Tamil when Christian Services were held at the Wesleyan 

Indian Church in Queen Street, at the request of Rev. Theo Subramaniam, who was the minister of that 

church. The problem with Burns then, was that he was proficient in spoken Tamil but could not read or write 

it very well. 

 

Burns was never appointed as an interpreter, but as a case study, his experience illustrates the 

problems with the examination process and the examinations board. In a letter to the Protector of Indian 

Immigrants concerning his examination and failure to obtain a certificate, Burns stated that he was most 

aggrieved about the fact that when he was being examined, two members of the board were in another room 

examining another language, and therefore did not have any voice in the matter. 

 

                                                       
56 PAR, CSO, 2602/C15/1910, Burns who failed to obtain 2nd Class Certificate for Tamil, 1910. 
57 PAR, CSO, 2602/C15/1910, Burns who failed to obtain 2nd Class Certificate for Tamil, 1910. 
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On the day of Burns’ exam, the Board of Examiners58 comprised of  

A. R. Dunning59 – Chairman – speaks all the languages save Gujarati, and reads and writes Caranese. 

H. Wynne Cole – Speaks Tamil and Hindustani,  

F. H. Pegge – Speaks Hindustani and Gujarati 

C. Stephen – Reads and writes Tamil, Telegu and Speaks Hindustani 

R. K Khan60 – Reads and writes Gujarati, Oordu and Hindustani 

Suchitt Maharaj61 – Reads and writes Hindustani and speaks Oordu.  

 

By government regulations, the interpreter needed to be an Eurasian, of good caste, have a ‘thoroughly good’ 

personal character, under 20 nor over 30, able to read and write in English and should speak it fluently and 

not in ‘broken patois’, have some knowledge of the literature of their language, needed to be a married man 

and his wife was meant to accompany him to Natal, if he was a passenger Indian.62 These 

requirements/regulations immediately make the position of an interpreter an ambiguous one. Being an 

Eurasian meant that these individuals had to be different and distant to both the Indian and British 

‘communities.’ By this standard they belonged to neither group but inherently they were a fundamentally 

apart of it. It is no wonder then that people like Ward, and Vinden saw themselves as Eurasians.  

 

Burns felt that if Mr. Dunning had been present at his examination then he would have been 

successful in receiving the certificate. Since it was just Wynne Cole, Stephen, Khan and Maharaj, he felt that 

he had been “hard done by,” and because Stephen, Khan and Maharaj were Indians, he felt he was 

disadvantaged. As a result of this the Colonial Secretary asked Mr. Dunning why it was necessary for Stephen, 

Khan and Maharaj to be on the Board, and Mr. Dunning curtly replied to the Colonial Secretary stating that 

there was no one else in the Colony as capable in their respective languages as Stephen, Khan and Maharaj. 

Mr. Dunning further elaborated that the Board was purely voluntary. Moreover, considering the fact that at 

least four or five distinct written and spoken Indian languages were required for legal and commercial work, 

with their presence the Board was able to examine in seven distinct Indian languages.  

                                                       
58 PAR, CSO, 2602/C15/1910, Burns who failed to obtain 2nd Class Certificate for Tamil, 1910. 
59 A. R Dunning. A Vocabulary: Hindustani, Tamil and Telugu (in Roman characters). Durban 1901, reprinted by Scottish Press, Madras, 1908. 

In the preface it states says: “In publishing this vocabulary, the compiler has done so in the hope of supplying planters and other 
employers of Indians with a guide to the three languages herein dealt with.”  

60 Khan was also Joint Honorary Secretary of the NIC, but he was a lawyer by profession and after working for Gandhi for a while he set 
up his own legal practise. 

61 Suchitt Maharaj was an interpreter in the Supreme Court, but he was also active in the Natal Indian Patriotic Union and the Durban 
Indian Society, Indian Opinion, 25 December 1909 and African Chronicle, 2 July 1910. 

62 PAR, CSO, 1643/1900/2118, MK Gandhi forwards petition from a Ruffe applying to be reinstated as Hindustani interpreter in the 
Supreme Court, 1900. 



c ows  and  h e i f e r s… 
 
 

- 71 - 

In comparison to the Indian Civil Service Examination, in An Indian Pilgrim, Subhas Bose, looks at 

how those Indians that passed the meticulous Indian Civil Service Examination63 would often go on to 

become a part of the emerging nationalist elite. The Examination was held once a year in August and 

candidates could only take the exam in London.64 Once successful candidates had proved their competency in 

such disciplines as language, literacy, physiology, science and history, they were kept on probation for a year 

at the end of which they had to take another exam before they could return to India.65 Bose notes that despite 

the prejudice experienced by the members of the Civil Service, including Indian interpreters, assistants, clerks, 

lieutenants, teachers and magistrates, they remained faithful and loyal to the Crown.66 As in Natal, being a part 

of the Civil Service allowed for a perpetuation of wealth and status and a creation of an economical nexus and 

polarisation of wealth within the Indian ‘community.’ The Indian Civil Service necessitated this division as to 

become a member of it, required considerable wealth since prospective candidates had to have had a 

significant amount of capital to travel to London, in the first place to write the exam. The interpreters in the 

Natal Colony were not subjected to such ‘vigour’s,’ but they enjoyed the luxuries of colonial employment-

unlike Indentured labourers, they had the capital to invest in houses and property and were able to lead a life 

of comfort.   

 

Nicole Herz in an article entitled ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political,’ says that in looking at the 

personal lives and experiences of “those aspiring Indian civil servants” a more lucid understanding of “how 

modern India detached itself from its Imperial identity” can be reached.67 She argues that apart from the 

developing and maturing of political ideologies, Hinduism, protests and organisation, there existed another 

element that contributed to Indian nationalism. Indians who wanted to secure employment in the Indian Civil 

Service had to travel to remote and unknown parts of the country to learn English after which they had to 

make their way to London, to take the Civil Service exam. It was only after the 1920’s that the examinations 

were administered in India. This meant that those Indians who acted as interpreters in the Colony of Natal, 

were already a part of the burgeoning elite and had acquired English in India either through a mission school 

                                                       
63 See also PAR, CSO, 1581/7141/1898, Secretary of State. Civil Service of India. Open Competition of 1899.  
64 The Examination required candidates to have knowledge in such areas as, English Composition, Sanskrit Language and Literature, 

Arabic Language and Literature, Greek Language and Literature, Latin Language and Literature, English Language and Literature, 
French Language and Literature, German Language and Literature, Pure and Applied Mathematics, Natural Sciences, Higher 
Chemistry, Higher Physics, Geology, Botany, Zoology, Animal Physiology, Greek History, Roman History, English History, General 
Modern History, Logic and Mental Philosophy, Moral Philosophy, Political Economy and Economic History, Political Science Roman 
Law, and English Law. 

65 This time they were examined in Indian Penal Code and Criminal Procedure, the Principal Vernacular of the Province to which the 
Candidate is assigned, the Indian Evidence Act, Indian Contract Act, the Code of Civil Procedure, Hindu and Mohammadan Law, 
Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian, Chinese (for the Province of Burma) and not the History of Indian but instead the History of British India.  

66 Sisir Kumar Bose. (ed. and trans.) An Indian Pilgrim: An Unfinished Autobiography and Collected Letters, 1897-1921. London: Asia Publishing 
House, 1965. 

67 Nicole Herz. ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political: Ambition and Angst in the Lives of Indian Civil Servants, 1880 – 1950’ in, Essays in 
History, 40, Charlottesville, Virginia: Corcoran Department of History, University of Virginia, 1998. Found at  
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/journals/EH/EH40/herz40.html accessed on the 12 August 2002. 
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or through the Bombay ‘native’ Education system. While Bose states that for the most part Civil Servants 

remained fixed, Masani, argues that being employed in the civil sector was solely a vehicle for upward social 

mobility. A retired Indian brigadier, Tony Bhagat, who served in the British army, said that the civil service 

“was, after all, a mercenary army. The officers and jawans were serving in it in order to get a good salary and 

have a good life.”68 Herz claims that Indians and Eurasians in the Indian Civil Service shared a common 

desire and motivation to rescue an improved relationship between British and Indian in the final stages of the 

British Raj. Richard Taub emphasises that these positions “were important, if stressful, positions, and they 

saw themselves as contributing. . . to an independent India of the future.”69 Interpreters like Ward, Stephen, 

Paul, Peters, were undoubtedly members of a Nationalistic elite but like the Indian Civil Service, they were far 

removed from the people they wished to generate a nationalistic identification with. They were the new 

aristocracy, caste and class and because they belonged to this new class they were able to retain a monopoly 

of employment opportunities.70 Most of them were also faced with an antagonism from the mass of ordinary 

Indians in the colony, which served to deepen their ambiguity as characters within South African Indian 

history.  

 

Reflections of an Era is an autobiography of S. Bhoothalingam in which he traces his footsteps through 

his years spent with the Indian Civil Service, and serving the British Government. Herz, examines the way in 

which his life was able to encapsulate the experiences of the members of the Indian Civil Service.  Herz, says 

that one of the benefits of being a Russian and French interpreter in New Delhi, was that he was able to 

apply his skills and talents intellectually. One of the reasons that he chose this path was based primarily on 

personal autonomy and much of his book is devoted to the personal fulfilment he experienced as a mediator 

between the Hindus and Muslims in several village communities, particularly during the war years. When 

working in Kurnool, a village in India, Bhoothalingam says that “my language [knowledge] was better. 

Wherever I went I could communicate freely in reasonably good Telugu. I won't say I spoke very well or with 

an acceptable accent. But I got by quite well.”71 Herz remains emphatic that Boothalingam looked to his role 

of village mediator with pride and dignity and that he rarely ever spoke about his job in the imperial context, 

much like the interpreters in Natal. He does however focus on the economic and social projects that were of 

benefit to him and insists that his role in the ICS was “first and foremost a tool with which he achieved his 

own self-fulfilment.” Herz goes on to say that it was his personal identity; his apparent love for finance, his 

                                                       
68 Zareer Masani. Indian Tales of the Raj. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987, 23. 
69 Richard P. Taub. Bureaucrats under Stress: administrators and administration in an Indian State. Berkeley, California: University of California 

Press, 1969, 12 
70 Herz. ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political.’ 
71 S. Bhoothalingam, Reflections on an Era: Memoirs of a Civil Servant. Delhi, 1993, 10, in Herz. “It’s Personal Before It’s Political.” 
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problem solving skills and family that influenced his relationship with the Civil Service and the nation and not 

“ideology.”72   

 

While some of the interpreters in the Colony of Natal were devoid of nationalistic ideology and (like 

Boothalingam) interpreted for their own self-fulfilment only, the likes of Vinden, Peters, Ward, Stephen 

clearly saw some integrity and prestige in English culture and ideology. This relatively small, privileged 

segment of Indian society who were caught up in the nineteenth century ideals of the English middle class-

ness, deserves very little pity. It is evident that Bhoothalingam chose a career in the Civil Service simply 

because he saw that it had the potential to offer him the greatest opportunities to travel, financial security and 

stimulating work, not in fact to serve either Britain or India. Herz says “despite the possible language barrier, 

the Herculean training program, the probationary status after passing the exam, the dead-end departmental 

subdivisions, loneliness, and the racist milieu, India's talented youth took their chances in civil service 

careers.”73 Similarly, despite the racism of colonialism they endured on the trains and streets of the Colony 

and which was reflected in their wages, the Indian interpreters still persevered in their professions. Whether it 

was an interest in scholarship or finance, an urban sensibility, a desire to travel, or a quest for status, Indian 

candidates embodied the unique combination of energy and struggle that fuelled nationalism in the twentieth 

century. And even though belonging to the Natal Civil Service was an undoubtedly treacherous path, 

especially with regards to hostility from the Indian people, Interpreters were able to satisfy their 

responsibilities and duties as interpreters in the Courts to the best of their ability. As illustrated with Stephen 

and the court case, despite all his shortcomings he was able to prove that Ramthumiah was not influenced by 

the storybook. And yet there were still some interpreters who were “cheeky opportunist[s]” who felt they 

could manipulate the law to their own benefit. 74     

                                                       
72 Herz. ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political.’ 
73 Herz. ‘It’s Personal Before It’s Political.’ 
74 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 80. 
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C h a p t e r  F o u r  

A DIABOLICAL CONSPIRACY 

Henry Louis Paul (1862 – 1935) 

 
 

 

Image 6: Henry Louis Paul, at the wedding of his eldest son Francis.1 

 

 

                                                      
1 Paul is seated on the extreme right. Photograph courtesy of Mr Rajendra Chetty. 
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Henry Louis Paul2 was born in Madras, a Roman Catholic British-Indian, and arrived in the Colony 

in 1879. His parents were Anthony Joseph Paul and Mary Paul. He died at the age of 73 years on the 1st June 

1935. By the time of his death he was a retired Civil Servant and lived at 15 Lancers Road, Pietermaritzburg. 

He married Ellen Elizabeth Paul and they had 8 children. Rose Anna, Eugene Joseph, Francis Anthony, 

Vincent Bernard, Beatrice Leontina, Aron Adelaide, Ciril Anthony, and Michael Louis.3 In an illiquid case in 

1886, Alexander Poonoosmay Pillay, a schoolmaster, brought an interdict against Paul, claiming a sum of 

£150 for committing adultery with Pillay’s wife, Magdalene.4 According to Pillay, Paul was ‘hastefully’ about 

to leave the Colony aboard the steamer “Clan Fraser” and return to India. On the 15th of August his friends 

had held a farewell dinner for him, but Pillay, determined to get revenge saw to it that he remained in the 

Colony and faced his charges. Five years later he was at the centre of a ‘diabolical conspiracy’ and now he has 

become an ‘unsung hero.’5 

 

The relationship between intellectuals and nationalism and the context within which intellectuals 

operate within nations has been a much debated and theorised subject. The concept of nations without states 

has been an issue that has received considerable attention. Within the paradigm of Indenture, Indians were 

integral to, but on the periphery of, a global labour system and could be seen as a ‘nation without a state.’ 

Resistance carried out by the intellectuals and elites of this particular ‘nation’ were key thus in creating a sense 

of Indian nationalism. Elie Kedourie and Nicole Herz argue that being excluded from top positions in 

colonial societies made intellectuals turn to nationalism. Intellectuals played a double role. On the one hand, 

they acted as architects of the nationalist movement by providing cultural, historical, political and economic 

arguments to sustain the distinctive character of the ‘nation without state’ and on the other hand, as has 

already been shown with respect to Vinden, intellectuals were conservative and tended to subscribe towards 

the very elements of the colonial state that the oppressed masses fought against.  

 

Paul played a double role and these two roles were diametrically opposed. One the one hand he was 

an interpreter in the Natal Civil Service, which in itself was marked by many contradictions, and secondly he 

was an Indian nationalist. Both these roles however, brought him into serious conflict, if not with the 

Government, and then with the Indian population. And as happened with Vinden, Ward, Peters and Stephen, 

there were numerous complaints about his conduct and attitude towards the general public. In addition, his 

                                                      
2 There are some documents where Henry Louis Paul’s name is spelt as Henry Lewis Paul. Both versions however refer to the same man, 

but Louis appears to be correct, as this is how he signed his name. 
3 Pietermaritzburg Archive Repository (PAR), Master of the Supreme Court. Estates (MSCE), 22396/1935, Henry Louis Paul. (SSP. Ellen 

Elizabeth Paul), 1935. See appendix, Image 14: Paul’s wife and their five sons. 
4 PAR, Registrar, Supreme Court, Pietermaritzburg (RSC), 1/5/121,57/1886,Description Illiquid Case. Alexander Poonoosamy Pillay 

versus Henry Louis Paul, 1886. 
5 Rajendra and Romilla Chetty. Gandhi and the secret role of Henry Paul. Sunday Times, 5 December 1999. Found at  
http://www.suntimes.co.za/1999/12/05/arts/durban/aned06.htm, accessed on the 5th October 2002. 
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role in the formation of the Natal Indian Congress and his relationship with Gandhi are two areas of his life 

that have received very little attention. An interesting point that Vahed makes in an article entitled “Swami 

Shankernand and the consolidation of Hinduism,” is that for the most part the only figure that stands out in 

Indian politics is Gandhi and that there “is very little representation of those outside Gandhi’s political 

economy.”6 Swan says “there is no real place in this discourse for anyone but Gandhi” and he remains the 

“champion of indentured labourers and the author of a “startling new philosophy of revolution.”7 Paul was 

one of those characters whose political endeavours are not celebrated. This chapter then, probes Paul’s Janus 

identity as an interpreter and one of the first Indian leaders and politicians in Natal.  

 

On the 1st of May 1891, the Colonial Secretary received a letter from M. Sinappen regarding the 

supposed incompetency of Paul.   

 
I am a storekeeper residing in Durban, West Street, West End, and have been in the colony for more 

than 12 years. I have had transaction and have to the present day with a number of countrymen. 

Amongst these transactions one was with a man named Sigamoney. For a number of years this man 

has dealt with me. Last year there was an amount of over £25 due to me by this same Indian. It 

happened that about the latter part of last year the Indian interpreter of the resident magistrate court 

Durban, H. L. Paul became a tenant of the said Sigamoney. It happened also that about the same time 

I asked the said Sigamoney to settle my account, (in the usual course of business) On making this 

demand I received the enclosed letter from H. L. Paul interpreter and tenant of the said Sigamoney. I 

refused to accede to the order of the said H. L. Paul. Business matter having occupied my time, I did 

not take any legal action in the matter until lately, about the early part of this year I instructed Mr. 

Binns of the firm Mr. W. S. Shepstone to issue summons against the said Sigamoney. The summons 

was issued and on the first hearing the case was adjourned. After this I add occasion to summon 

another Indian Sivasamy also for a debt due to my firm. When this came before the magistrate I was 

directed to produce my books. I produced the books. The books were written in Tamil. The 

interpreter H. L. Paul cannot either read or write Tamil, or any Indian dialect infact. The Tamil he 

uses towards us when interpreting corresponds to pigeon English of the Chinese or the kitchen kaffir 

of Natal. According to his own account he is not an Indian but an Eurasian, and therefore cannot 

possibly speak a language which is not his mother tongue, to us Indians. During the case of myself 

versus Sivasamy the interpreter displayed great hostility to me, and my then, solicitor. Mr. Coakes had 

to ask the magistrate for protection for his client. The magistrate then and there reprimanded the 

interpreter. Ever since then I have been reluctant to sue any of my debtors, as the risk of my being 

misrepresented in court is so great. My case against Sigamoney has not come on yet, but when it does 

I do not expect to receive that justice, that I would receive if another interpreter other then H. L. Paul 

                                                      
6 Goolam Vahed. Swami Shankeranand and the Consolidation of Hinduism. Journal for the Study of Religion, 10:2, September, 1997, 1 
7 Maureen Swan. Gandhi: The South African Experience. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1985, xiv. 
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was engaged. Besides the magistrate is not aware of these facts and more especially of the fact that his 

interpreter does not either read or write Tamil and the plausibility of the interpreter induces the 

magistrate to thoroughly confide in him. I beg most respectfully that the government will kindly in 

justice to me and other Tamil storekeepers in Durban cause an enquiry to be made into the 

circumstances here represented. I beg that in any even Mr. C Stephen or some other qualified 

interpreter will be allowed to interpret in case where Tamil Indian cases in which accounts are 

concerned. 

Ps. The said Sigamoney is a constable in the employ of the Umlazi magistrate court, Durban 

I beg further to state that since the foregoing was written my case against Sigamoney has come and 

dismissed. Fearing that I would be again insulted I did not attend at the hearing. I may as well state 

that at the instance of H. L. Paul, a man named Ruthusamy was called to translate the items in my 

account at the said hearing. This man has once been in prison and only the other day was tried before 

Captain Lucas for fraud ad extortion but was acquitted. 

 Signed. 

Ps. The said Sigamoney was implicated in the case of extortion referred to.8 
 

This letter besides exemplifying the types of complaints sent to the Colonial Secretary about the 

proficiency of Paul in the Tamil Language, it also serves as an introduction to the on-going feud between Paul 

and Sigamoney or to what became an ongoing struggle and ‘diabolical conspiracy.’ Devadas, a clerk in the 

Maintenance Department, had worked in the Railway Department for fourteen years. He had known Paul for 

ten years, since 1882 and remembers how when Paul first arrived in the Colony he was penniless and lived 

with Sigamoney, a constable at the Umlazi Magistrate intermittently for a number of years. Paul had first 

approached Devadas enquiring whether there was anything to do on the railways. Paul hoped to use 

Devadas’s influence with the head of his department when a timekeeper was required. Paul worked in the 

Maintenance Department for about four years until he was asked to resign by the Head of the Department on 

account of his false accusation against Mr. Thompson, the Permanent Way Inspector, under whose 

supervision he was placed. Paul slandered Mr. Thompson’s character by saying that he did not allot the 

proper rations to the Indians under his charge. This was an early expression of Paul’s political stance. He 

further complained to the Railway Authorities of the Maintenance Department that the Railway Over-Coats 

were cut up by Thompson for the personal use of his family. After his dismissal he lived with one Lutchmee 

Ammall of Victoria Street for about four months whose daughter he intended to marry, but subsequently the 

match was broken up. After that he moved in with Frank Ward and stayed with him for about two years.  

 

                                                      
8 PAR, Colonial Secretary Office (CSO), 1298/1891/2972, M Sinappen and Company. Complain of the incompetency of HL Paul, the 

Indian Interpreter, Durban Division, 1891. 
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On the 26th of July 1892, under Para 88 of the Colonial Office Rules and Regulations, Chelivum 

Stephen (see Chapter Three) was charged with, conspiracy against Paul; injuring him and procuring his 

dismissal and removal from post; combining with others to bring so called bogus actions to harm him, 

promoting false petitions against Paul; inciting one Sigamoney to assault Paul; tampering with witnesses; 

improperly carrying conspiratorial papers; and inappropriately nominating as his substitute, one Ruthusamy 

Pillay.9  

 

The feud and animosity between Paul and Stephens had apparently begun in 1891, when Paul gave 

evidence in Court against Peters who was a very close friend of Stephens.10 Paul claimed that since that day 

Stephen had done everything to ‘impure him’. In October 1891, Paul had complained to Stephen about 

Sigamoney’s inebriation and general behaviour towards his wife Santhanammal and their children. Paul was 

living with Sigamoney by this time and the only reason he complained to Stephen, was because Stephen was 

his close friend and they both worked at the Umlazi Magistrate. In November, Paul charged Sigamoney for 

creating a disturbance on his own premises. In February 1892, Stephen had to go to the Durban Court for a 

case, but just as he got there, he saw people rushing into the passage and out of curiosity went round and 

found it blocked by a crowd of people and heard that Sigamoney was in custody. Stephen pushed his way 

through only to find Paul. Paul then told him that Sigamoney was drunk and had assaulted him but Stephen 

did not believe Paul’s statement. Consequently, Sigamoney was charged and dismissed from his position as a 

Constable. When Sigamoney’s wife learnt that her husband had lost his job, she went to the Umlazi Court 

seeking advise from Stephen. When Stephen approached the Head of his Department regarding the dismissal, 

he agreed with Stephen that the “injured man” should send a petition to the Government in an attempt at 

being reinstated on the grounds of the long and faithful service he had rendered to the Government for 

nearly 13 years. 

 

This is when Frank Ward and John Arthur get involved as Sigamoney’s wife had sought their help in 

drawing up the petition. In defence of the conspiracy charge Stephen said that the allegations brought against 

him by Paul were without foundation and that his interference in Sigamoney’s matter was merely to secure his 

appointment as Constable on account of his large family who were solely dependent on his support. He 

stated: “I submit that any man of my position would have done as much or more for his subordinate officer 

under such circumstances as related above. I am sure I did far less than Captain Lucas and D. Hoffman for 

this subordinate. Paul on his mere false representations which is transparent from several reports made by 

                                                      
9 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
10 From Peter’s will it is evident that Stephen and he were very close, as Peters had assigned Stephen as his executor.  
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Captain Lucas to the Government against me.”11 He went further to elaborate that favouritism had been 

shown to Paul and evidence misplaced in an effort to harm his position. Moreover, Stephen stated that he 

was unaware of Ruthusamy’s ‘precarious character’ and had simply recommended him to fill his post during 

his absence on sick leave. It was only on his return to resume his post that he received numerous complaints 

about unlawfully receiving money from Indians.   

 

Stephen declared that if Paul were to think that he conspired with the object of getting his post with 

a view of promotion to the office of Tamil and Telegu Interpreters attached to the Supreme Court, then he 

was mistaken. Since, as Stephen advocated, not only was he [Stephen] the senior Indian Interpreter in the 

Colony but also that the salary attached to his office was considerably higher than that of the post Paul held 

and that of the Tamil Interpreter of the Supreme Court. Stephen further claimed that he had recently been 

offered the position of the Supreme Court Interpreter (Tamil), but declined it. He commented: “It is evident 

that Paul’s assertions are of his own aspiration.”12 Stephen said that he was more than content with his 

present position and that every year that rolls by, it makes him more tenacious to the post purely on account 

of the rising salary. In closing he said:  

 

I beg to remark that the charges brought against me are groundless and malicious. I say malicious for 

the past 18 years or nearly so, I have always conducted myself and discharged my duties to the 

satisfaction of my Superiors without any complaint whatsoever either to the Colonial Officer, 

Protector of Immigrants or the Head of my Department until just recently by the co operation of 

Captain Lucas, D. Hoffman and Paul who has been trying according to Hoffman’s statement since 

October last year [1891] to injure me as much as possible – even to the extent of getting me dismissed 

and with what object if it was to secure my place for Paul.  The spirit exhibited by them is on the 

surface of all their actions. It may be seen in the parts each one played through out the whole 

proceedings since October last. Compare all this of Paul’s – his tricks, his stratigem [sic], his spirit, 

with my conduct towards him in the past, before he joined the civil service and after had it not been 

for my interference on his behalf he would not have been in the civil service.13 

 

“To have alleviated Sigamoney from his distress,” Devadas believed that he had done a “Christian 

Principle and nothing more.”14 Concluding his deposition Devadas stated that Sigamoney has been known to 

                                                      
11 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892, 21. 
12 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
13 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
14 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
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the Indian Public, as a respectable man, in the truest sense of the word. Sigamoney being a sepoy and the son 

of an Indian Officer in Her Majesty’s ‘Native’ Infantry, and that Paul is “not half so respectable by the Indian 

Community for any of his acts.” On the other hand, the Protector of Indian Immigrants said that Paul “is a 

young man of superior intellect, most willing and obliging, very attentive to his duties and I consider him 

thoroughly qualified as an Interpreter in Tamil. There is one great point in Mr. Paul’s favour and that is, he 

does not associate freely with the Indians rich or poor.”15  

 

It seems that the reason why Ward, Peters, Stephen, Sigamoney, and Albert Muthukrishna petitioned 

against Paul, was because they felt that he was turning his back on the Indian ‘community.’ When 

Muthukrishna enquired as to why they were all so interested in his affairs, Ward said “Oh, he is becoming too 

proud and would not associate with us and he thinks he is a European now and we therefore want him out of 

the Service.”16 Ward showed Muthukrishna a letter from Stephen that asked Ward if he had prepared all the 

witnesses for the case and if he had got sufficient witnesses for the petitions. Then another letter was shown 

to Muthukrishna, this time from, George Muthukrishna, in which he warned Ward that this time “if [they] left 

any loop holes, [they] will have no chance of getting him out of the way.”17 A few days later, Muthukrishna 

went back to Ward’s place, where Veda Manickum, Stephen, and George Muthukrishna joined them.  At the 

meeting, Muthukrishna was asked if he would draw up the petition, since Ward did not want his handwriting 

be known. Muthukrishna accepted this offer on condition that he received payment for his services. On the 

way home though, Muthukrishna rethought his proposition and decided that despite agreeing to copying the 

petition for them, he wanted nothing to do with the affair, since Paul had not done anything to him. He 

remembered what Stephens had said to him after saying that they will pay him well, “…the only thing we all 

want is to get Paul the sack at any cost,” and it was this that made him change his mind.18 Moreover he went 

on to say that during Sigamoney’s case he saw Ward several times at the Court House, instructing the 

witnesses and telling them how to give their evidence. 

 

Paul was aware that Manickum, Ward and Stephen held various meetings. He felt that by helping 

draw up the petitions against him, and writing letters, Stephen had destroyed the Government’s confidence in 

his “integrity, honesty, and straightforwardness.” Mr Symons, who was a tenant of Ward was able to attest 

that these individuals had met regularly with the aim of getting Paul dismissed.  

                                                      
15 PAR, CSO, 1298/ 1891/2972, M Sinappen and Company. Complain of the Incompetency of HL Paul, the Indian Interpreter, Durban 

Division, 1891. 
16 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
17 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
18 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
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I am resident of this town of and for some time boarded with Ward on two or three occasions. C. 

Stephen and Veda Manickum came to Ward’s house and they used to talk about making petitions 

against Paul the Indian interpreter of this court [Durban] to get him dismissed from the service and 

said he was a proud man and was getting people locked up for nothing. They agreed to draw out 

petitions to the governor to get him dismissed from the service. Frank Ward took a great deal of 

trouble in producing affidavits and preparing these petitions and C. Stephen and Manickum used to 

come and see about the petition and read them and discuss them. I was present at these meetings but 

took no part in them and once or twice I heard Ward reading to Manickum letters from George 

Mutukrishna in which he urged them to get up petitions and send them over to government against 

Paul that if there would be an enquiry he would be the interpreter and that if Sir Waller Wragg would 

be the chairman he would come to be the interpreter and in another letter he urged upon Ward to 

hurry on that if he delayed things would go wrong I remember one of the native constables of this 

court being at Frank Ward’s house. He wanted him to make an affidavit against Mr. Paul. The native 

was there three evenings but nothing was done then. Manickum said to Ward to bring the man to my 

house and I would arrange an interpreter and the third evening the native and Ward and Manickum 

went away but can’t say to which house they went. Two or three days afterwards Ward told me that 

when taken to a justice of the peace the native refused to swear the affidavit saying he could not put 

his mark to the document and it was all lies. Ward was very angry about it. I remember the woman 

Lutchmee coming there about petitions against Mr. Paul. She wanted Ward to write petitions. I don’t 

know whether Ward was paid or not. I never saw any payment but I know at least Ward often told me 

he would not rest satisfied until he has got Paul dismissed from the service. I was in the house but was 

not always present that Manickum, C. Stephen, Frank Ward and Lutchmee were conspiring to do Paul 

an injustice I knew was a fact I took no interest in the matter as Paul never did me any harm. I know 

nothing about Anthony Peters and Davidoss. I never saw any of them at Ward’s house. The subject 

matter of the meeting at Wards house was to impure Mr. Paul.19  

 

A few days after Sigamoney was released the second time, Paul had sent his servant, Armugam to 

Sigamoney’s house to fetch his bird’s cage. Armugam did not return until very late that evening and when he 

was asked why, he said he had been talking with Sigamoney. The next day, while he was on his way to work, 

Paul saw Armugam hiding in the bushes. Armugam started throwing stones at him and one of them hit his 

temple, seriously injuring him while another struck his hand breaking one of his fingers. According to Paul, 

Veda Manickum, the son-in-law of Lutchmee, persuaded Armugam, to run away from him and write a 

petition to the Government complaining of assaults made against him by Paul and of not having paid his 

wages. Manickum also persuaded Paul’s other servant Subramany to leave his service. The reason Manickum 

did this was because, prior to this Lutchmee’s daughter Caroline, was charged by a European with stealing 

                                                      
19 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 

1892. 
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“cheese and other articles of food.” A warrant was issued and she 

was arrested and imprisoned. The trial was reported in one of the 

local papers and Lutchmee accused Paul of being a part of the 

publication and was determined to expose him. She joined Stephen 

and the rest in scheming against Paul. Lutchmee also gave evidence 

against Paul in the civil case brought against him by Sigamoney and 

his wife. In his deposition Paul recalls how the Residing Magistrate 

was so disgusted by the evidence given because he had seldom met 

with evidence of such a type during his long experience and 

declared that Lutchmee was an ‘untruthful woman.’20 

 

Despite all of these efforts, judgement was given in favour 

of Paul and when giving the verdict the residing magistrate 

remarked that it was a clear case of a “diabolical conspiracy.” 21 On 

another occasion Stephen had conspired against J.B. Stephens, the 

interpreter at the Umzinto Court. When he was on the verge of 

getting the appointment of the Supreme Court Interpreterships, 

Stephen along with others made accusations against him and as 

consequence of this a civil action occurred and J.B. Stephen lost the 

appointment. Moreover, when Mr. Farman, the lawyer who 

represented Sigamoney, heard that false statements were drawn up 

and forwarded as petitions to the government and published in the 

local newspapers, he “threw up his brief.”22 The following article in 

The Natal Advertiser offer an interesting commentary on the whole 

affair.  

 

It seems as if Paul’s ambition was creating great resentment 

but it was well-served in his relationship with Gandhi and his 

developing nationalism. On the 24th of June 1894, Gandhi wrote in 

his dairy that Paul had visited him that evening to discuss the 

conditions of the Indians, and that he had informed Gandhi that he 

                                                      
20 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the  
arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 1892. 
21 See Appendix, Image 15: ‘A Diabolical Conspiracy,’ 
22 PAR, CSO, 1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the  
arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen for conspiracy, 1892. 

Image 7: ‘A Brief Thrown Up,’ The Natal 
Advertiser, Thursday, July 14, 1892. 
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would talk to a certain Burns about setting up a partnership for him. This entry is fundamental in 

understanding Paul’s role in helping Gandhi develop a network of important connections and alerting him to 

the problems faced by the Indian community.  

 
June 30, Saturday 

Paul came to see me being sent for. Told him to go to [England if] possible and in the meantime to 

work for the Indians and induce them [to give up the] habit of drinking. He seemed to like the 

proposal being printed in the papers & favourably [commented] upon.  

July 1, Sunday 

Paul came and said he was going to work seriously. 

July 9, Monday 

Began to draft the petition to the Home Government. Paul saw it.  

July 15, Sunday 

[Paul] sent about 11 Indians to make copies. He works very well and is very attached to me. 

July 16, Monday 

[Contrary] to my expectation Joosub brought 1 500 signatures from Verulam. Letter from Brother 

and Oldfield. Sent the petition to the P.O. but [it] was not accepted being overweight. Requested 

Abdoola to let me go or give a definite reply. He said he would see that ll the expenses were paid and 

also the furniture, expenses, etc. Paul was very anxious that is should stop. 

July 22, Sunday 

Had been to see Paul. Talked again about England. Advised him to get rid of all useless expenditure. 

July 25, Wednesday 

Translated the Franchise petitions to Council and Home Government. Wrote a letter to Baker and 

Abdoolla. Paul came and asked if I would join Coakes and pay a premium. I said I would join but 

would not pay a premium. Told him that I was preparing to depart and not show over-anxiety to 

Coakes.  

July 26, Thursday 

Told Abdoolla that unless everything was settled by next [week] I would understand that I must go. 

Paul saw me and said Coakes would give a share and not require a premium. 

July 27, Friday 

Read Samal Bhatt’s poem. Paul came and said Coakes has appointed 10 to 1 to see me tomorrow. 

Paul wrote to me on behalf of the magistrate asking me to translate a document. I sent him the 

translation.  

July 28, Saturday 

Saw Coakes. Seemed anxious to enter into partnership. He said he would give 25 p.c. for the first six 

months and 30% for the last six. He seemed to be quite sincere. A postcard from Brother asking me 

to return soon. 

July 30, Monday 
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Saw Coakes. He was agreeable to pay 1/3 share. 

July 31, Tuesday 

Received the draft agreement from Coakes. Accepted house in Beach Grove at 6/10  

August 1, Wednesday 

Sent the draft agreement with alterations and additions. Discussed with him [Coakes] the alteration. 

He said he was willing to give me credit for the cases entrusted to me but conducted y him that it was 

not usual to put that in a deed of partnership. 

August 4, Saturday 

Signed the agreement of partnership. Signed the petition. 

August 25, Saturday 

Paul dined with me last evening. Talked to him very seriously about life and its uses. 

September 7, Friday 

There was a meeting yesterday. A European attended the meeting, there was some opposition to Paul 

being elected as President from Steven. It was afterwards withdrawn. A letter of congratulation from 

Steven. 

September 8, Saturday 

It rained heavily. It was settled that Abdoolla should telegraph from Paul if I was required. 

September 18, Tuesday 

Had a boisterous meeting of the Congress Committee. Ward came in to speak, was not allowed and 

so went away threatening to write in the papers.23 
 

From the entries in Gandhi’s diary, it is evident that had Paul not set up the partnership with Coakes, Gandhi 

would have surely left South Africa. Moreover, these entries show how close Gandhi and Paul where and 

how each individual had influenced the other. And yet again the rivalry between Paul and Stephen is evident, 

as Stephen had opposed Paul’s election to presidency. 

 

In Maureen Swan’s book Gandhi: the South African experience she attempts to demystify the role of 

Gandhi in Natal Indian politics. She argues that there were in fact other Indians who were key to the struggle 

in Natal and that Indian nationalism and politics in Natal predated Gandhi. Her analysis however, fails to 

recognise the part played by Paul in first making Gandhi aware of the problems faced by the Indian 

community in this region and in setting up contacts in Natal that lead to the establishment of the Natal Indian 

Congress. Paul was hardly a revolutionary figure that Gandhi was to become, but the fact that it was through 

him that Gandhi stayed in Natal needs to be recognised. In addition to this it was Paul who played a part in  

 

                                                      
23 Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. The South African Gandhi: an abstract of the speeches and writings of M.K. Gandhi, 1893-1914. Fatima 

Meer(ed.) 2nd ed Durban: Institute for Black Research, 1996, 145-157. 
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edging Gandhi away from his initial focus upon the interests of the trading community towards an inclusion 

of the problem of Indenture is his nationalistic struggle.  

 

On the 18th of September 1895, Mahomed Ibrahim Asgara, who owned a butchery in Commercial 

Road decided that he was going to testify against Paul and his involvement with the NIC. Moroogasa Pillay 

another trader from Durban had told Asgara that when Gandhi was ready to leave for India, Paul approached 

Dada Abdoolla and recommended to him that the Indian Congress retain Gandhi’s services at £300 a year, 

and that Paul be present at the end of each year when his salary was drawn. On the 25th of September, the 

Mercury received an anonymous letter, informing the public that a civil servant member had in fact been 

responsible for the initiation of the NIC.24 
 

Sir,  

 

The remarks in your leading article on the subject, as well as those of recent date in your 

contemporary, will naturally awaken the public to the danger which threatens the public interest by 

the organization termed the Indian Congress. It is reported that this same society was initiated in its 

organization, and the rules principally drawn up, by an Indian Interpreter to one of the magistrates 

court. This individual is also credited with taking a principal part in the getting up of the “memorial to 

Her Majesty.” If such reports are correct, is it not high time that steps were taken to ascertain the 

truth of the allegation, in order that this “wily” member of the civil service may be prevented from 

working any more mischief. 

I am, etc 

H.25 
In an effort to “protect” Paul, Gandhi wrote a reply letter to the Mercury. 

 
Your correspondent “H” has evidently been misinformed as to the genesis of the Natal Indian 

Congress, as also with regard to other matters. The Congress was formed chiefly by the efforts of Mr. 

Abdulla Hajee Adam. I have been present at all the meetings of the Congress, and I know that no 

Civil Servant has taken part in any of the meetings. The responsibility for drafting the rules and the 

several memorials rests entirely on my shoulders. No one Civil Servant even saw the memorials before 

they were printed and ready for distribution, among the Congress members and other. [Roly-Poly  

James Christopher, who joined the Congress as an “attorney’s Clerk” was the assistant Indian 

Interpreter of the Durban court. He paid his dues for August 1894only; he may never have attended a 

meeting.]26 

                                                      
24 See Burnett Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa. Canton, Maine: Greenleaf Books, 1999, 235-281. 
25 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 262. 
26 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 263. 
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Then on the 28th of September, “H” wrote another letter to the Mercury. 

 
In reply to Mr. M. K. Gandhi, hon. secretary NIC, I shall adhere to what I have already stated in my 

former letter, viz., that an Indian interpreter of one on the magistrate’s court is mainly responsible for 

the initiation and formation of the Indian Congress. I can quite understand that Mr. Gandhi objects to 

having the workings of the Congress exposed, but when I tell him that it was through the same 

interpreter that he (Mr. Gandhi) was elected secretary of the Congress at a salary of £300 per annum, 

he will perhaps understand that the world knows something about it. Also, that when Mr. Gandhi 

draws his monthly stipend the same interpreter has to be present. I trust that one portion of Mr. 

Gandhi’s address at the Indian meeting, held in Field Street last Sunday, may come true, and that his 

expected trip to India may be soon taken. 

I am, etc. 

H. 

P.S. When the Government enquiry is held I promise Mr. Gandhi that sufficient evidence as regards 

the interpreter in question shall be forthcoming.27 
 

Gandhi did receive £300 every year from the Durban traders so in this respect “H” was correct. One 

needs to question though why this was to be kept a secret and why Paul’s name was not to be associated with 

Congress. On the 30th Gandhi wrote yet anther letter responding to what “H” said. 
 

Sir,  

 

Were the matter referred to in “H”’s letter in your Saturday issue concerning myself only, I would not 

have taken any notice, but as his letter affects Civil Servants I am obliged to trespass further upon, but 

as his letter am not a paid Secretary of the Congress. On the other hand, in common with other 

members, I also contribute my humble share to its funds. No one pays me anything on behalf of the 

Congress. Some Indians do pay me yearly retainers. They are paid to me directly. There is nothing that 

the Congress has to conceal, only it does not blow its own trumpet. Any enquiries about, whether 

public or private, will be answered as promptly as possible. I beg to enclose herewith some papers 

[rules, list of members, first annual report] in connection with the Congress which would throw some 

light on its workings.28 

 

It was some time later that Gandhi and Paul were able to uncover who this mysterious “H” was. He 

was H. W. Welbourne, a clerk at the Railway Buildings on Railway Street, who got his information from 

Moorogasa Pillay. Moorogasa was a member of the Congress but disapproved of the behaviour of Gandhi 

                                                      
27 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa., 273. 
28 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 276. 
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and Paul who he believed forged signatures and marks on the franchise petition. Further, “H” had also 

written several letters to the Police Superintendent, Alexander, complaining about Paul and Gandhi and “the 

workings of Gandhi, Renaud, Paul & Co.”29 

 

An anonymous letter dated the 22 March 1901, bringing charges against Paul, serves to confirm the 

general hostility and extreme dislike that he attracted. The letter aptly reveals these feelings and is worthy of 

being read unabridged. 

 

To, 

 The Honourable the Prime Minister 

   Pietermaritzburg. 

Sir,  

 With due respect beg leave to bring the following to your immediate and serious 

attention and consideration, about the man Paul Interpreter of the Durban Court, whose villainy, 

intrigues, injustices, immorality and similar to these of the worst types demand justice at your hands to 

dismiss him at once, or to remove him from hear [sic] to some other district, for the good of the poor 

Indian public as well as the whole, so as to avoid the continual mischiefs hatching at the Durban 

Court house. He is the prime mover of all the disturbances in the Court house ever since he foot the 

house of Justice. You can recollect that he tried to put Mr. C. Stephen into unnecessary trouble the 

result of which he is paying for now. £3 per month, to the lawyer. Moreover he is the person that has 

put many of the Interpreters into disgrace and compelled them to leave the place, through his wide-

awake cut throat nature. He is the president of a Cycling Club placed there by poor Indians; mostly of 

the Cook and waiters class through terror and being people of low principles are made to do his dirty 

work. In a recent matter he got some of these chaos and coached them up to give evidence against 

Peters the interpreter downstairs, one of whom is now boasting that he knew nothing about the 

matter but was called and said what came in his mouth, and this after taking the oath, this will plainly 

show you that he uses these chaps to ruin those he has a grudge against, whilst he poses as a Saint in 

the eyes of authorities. He sucks the life-blood of poor Indians who go to Court, any young girls 

many of them poor but of good birth who go there are told to call at his house under the pretence of 

giving advice how to proceed in their cases but really to ruin, and often with violence, any resistance 

on the poor girls part is sure disgrace on the part of her parents, relatives, friends, etc. the man is so 

accustomed to his evil habits that he is not particular whom he approaches on the subject. He further 

sends Clients to his favourite lawyer who hands him a commission. He further interferes with the 

boys education makes and breaks marriages and has even gone so far to mosk [sic] the MagistraTe in 

his judgements. He further tells the poorer Indians if it were not for him where would then Higher 

Grade School be and that he will yet compel the Government to put up a College. This is 

                                                      
29 Britton. Gandhi Arrives in South Africa, 289. 
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presumption with a vengeance no doubt, the Indian Catholic for not allowing him to preside at the 

Bishop’s Jubilee is doomed as well as the Church and which he scornes to attend. This alone will 

show you the man’s breeding. If any one has the courage to oppose his wickedness the poor fellow is 

doomed by his savages who care not for the mast sacred law of nature that is to tell the truth and all 

this through his instigation, through thid [sic] dread this letter has to be typed in and sent 

anonymously, and have no interest whatever in this mater, but for the sake of humanity, public good, 

and fair treatment for poor Indians, justice peace and harmony in the whole Indian circle this has to 

be done in this shape and sincerely trust that you will either discharge the heartless imposter who had 

spoilt so many homes or  to remove him to some other place where he cant[sic] put his rascality into 

practice and ruin poor peoples families. 

    I beg to remain, 

     Honoured Sir, 

      Your most obedt servants, 

       Poor Indian Suffers.30 

 

On the 21st of March 1902, Francis Segamoney, who was a key player in the Conspiracy Case, 

forwarded a letter to the Colonial Secretary, bringing to the notice of the Government what he described as 

‘the brutal and malicious conduct’ of Paul. Segamoney accused Paul of ‘ruining’ him and his family, assaulting 

and, aiding and abetting R. Bugwan in murdering his son Lazarus. Segamoney was clearly antagonistic 

towards Paul and he called their ongoing conflict of ten years a “systematic persecution” during which Paul 

had deprived him of all that he possessed. Paul had used his power as an interpreter, exerting his influence to 

get Segamoney into jail for fourteen days for Contempt of Court. As has already been established he also 

contrived to get Segamony dismissed from his position as Constable of the Umlazi Court. 

 

Some years prior to this, Paul had assaulted Segamoney’s son Lazarus, “with great brutality [and] 

without the least compassion or pity.”31 The Reverend Br. Booth,32 who examined Lazarus expressed his 

disgust at the attack and urged Segamoney to report Paul to the Government and to institute criminal  

proceedings against him. But fearing his influence as an interpreter, nothing more was done than the filing of 

the report. At this time Segamoney was a Court Messenger and relied on his son as the bread-winner.  In his 

letter to the Colonial Secretary Segamoney pleaded for assistance since despite the serious charge of inciting 

to murder, the Magistrate did not think it fit to grant warrants of arrest. Instead of this case being treated as a 

capital charge, it had been reduced to one of common assault, even though the condition of his son was so 

                                                      
30 PAR, CSO, 1672/1901/2377, Anonymous letter brings charges against the Indian Interpreter Paul, 1901. 
31 PAR, CSO, 2593/C54/1902, F Segemony, Durban, brings to the notice of the government a case of assault by HL Paul, Indian 

Interpreter at Durban Court, on his son Lazarus, 1902. 
32 See Chapter Two, Image 2. 
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precarious that the Magistrate had to drive to his house to take what was at first thought to be a dying man’s 

statement.  

 

Segamoney insisted that he was not the first person to suffer from the “wicked machinations and 

intrigues of this official.”33 Segamoney goes on to comment on the “famous conspiracy case of 1892” in 

which “with voluminous depositions, and the open assistance of almost every official in the Durban court, 

Paul’s cause was hopelessly lost and the prosecution crumpled like an eggshell.”34 Paul was made as the pivot 

around which the whole conspiracy devolved with the false impression created that his opponents had 

endeavoured to remove him from the Civil Service. He had done this because he knew that by introducing 

the Civil Service question, he could enlist the sympathy of his superiors and ‘brother officers’ of the Court. 

Segamoney ended his letter by stating that his intention was not to be instrumental in ‘depriving any man of 

his bread’ but to suggest rather that Paul be transferred to some other Court as this would be considered a 

boon not only to himself buy a large number of Indians in Durban. 

 

Paul then wrote to the Magistrate accusing Segamoney of “being fickle and a man of intemperate 

habits.” Paul claimed that Segamoney only decided to submit his complaint after [he] had taken a deposition 

from Robert John, a relative of Sigamoney’s. Robert John - also known as J. L. Roberts,35 was the brother in 

law of Anthony Peters, Paul’s assistant Interpreter. He had been charged for attempting an abortion. On the 

night of the 11th March 1902, Paul explained that he had been presiding at a Football Association Meeting at 

the Congress Hall in Grey Street. The meeting was over by 8.30 p.m., immediately after which Paul returned 

to his home. An argument ensued between the various members of the Association and in the brawl, Lazarus 

was assaulted. Paul suggested that John, who was also a member, took this opportunity to involve him. In 

closing his deposition, Paul stated that he had been living a life in keeping with that of a Government Official 

and that he was held in high esteem by both the Indians and the Europeans and even though he has been in 

the service for fourteen years, the Government had only recently recognised is services as a senior Indian 

Interpreter of the Durban Court and raised his salary. He went on to say that it was just when he was at the 

point of beginning to enjoy the fruits of long and faithful service, that ‘these people’ were depriving him of 

enjoying his increased salary, simply because he has done his duty ‘without fear, favour or prejudice’ by 

interpreting or taking depositions at the request of the Authorities in a case where all of these people 

happened to be involved. He asserted that he had never done anything wrong in affecting his duties as Clerk 

                                                      
33 PAR, CSO, 2593/C54/1902, F Segemony, Durban, brings to the notice of the government a case of assault by HL Paul, Indian 

Interpreter at Durban Court, on his son Lazarus, 1902. 
34 PAR, CSO, 2593/C54/1902, F Segemony, Durban, brings to the notice of the government a case of assault by HL Paul, Indian 

Interpreter at Durban Court, on his son Lazarus, 1902. 
35 See appendix, Image 16: Natal Indian Teachers Union c. 1903. 
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and Indian Interpreter. Paul’s defensiveness in this deposition, and his frustration at having the ‘fruits’ of his 

work tainted by these accusations illustrates his desire to be a honest and respected civil servant. 

 

According to Lazarus Segamoney, Paul and Bugwandeen approached at around, 8.55 p.m. and with a 

hunting crop, a knuckle-duster and a bar of iron assaulted him. Paul struck him on the face with his open 

hands and called out to Bugwandeen, “Murder Him; murder him!” Bugwandeen hit him on the head and said 

“I’ll kill you now bugger.”36 On the 1st of April the Mercury ran an article on the Bluebells Football Club, of 

which A. H. Peters, was the president and Roberts, a member of the chair. The article commented on a 

meeting that had taken place, where Peters stated “That this meeting takes this opportunity of placing on 

record its sincere regret and deep sympathy with reference to the cowardly, inhuman, uncalled for, and most 

brutal assault on the person of Mr. Lazarus Sigamoney, our much respected and esteemed vice captain, by 

some of our so-called prominent sportsmen, who, by their recent dastardly and despicable actions have 

forfeited all genuine confidence of self-respecting Indian sportsmen.”37  More importantly the Bluebells was a 

soccer club that Paul had established and had probably by some stage ceded presidency over to Peters. By 

this time as well Paul was the president of the Durban and District Football Association, which controlled all 

Indian Football Clubs in Durban and surrounding areas. This would have included the Bluebells. Embedded 

in this speech however, is the animosity that Peter’s harboured for Paul and his reputation in the Civil 

Service.  

 

On the 4th of January 1907, Mr. L Gabriel wrote to the Chief Magistrate at the Durban Court 

informing him of Paul’s attendance at a political meeting. He draw the Magistrates attention to the fact the 

Natal Indian Congress held a meeting on the 1st and that they were over 2000 people present. Gabriel was a 

photographer a very active member of the Natal Indian Patriotic Union (NIPU). In a speech he delivered at a 

mass meeting held in Durban, Gabriel said:  

 

I am proud to stand before this audience, and to own that I am a descendent of an immigrant Indian 

who shed hi slide blood for the welfare of this Colony – we have made this our home, and as Colonial 

Born Indians we have an inherent right to remain in this Colony and enjoy all the rights and privileges 

of a properly constituted British Colonist…We know no other country that Natal, and this is our 

home. To many of us, India is only a geographical expression…[…in the] so called Higher Grade 

Indian School…when a boy attains the age of 16 years, no matter how great the boy’s ambition for 

                                                      
36 According to the doctors report, on the top right and back part of his head, there was a lacerated wound that measured ¾ of an inch in 

length and penetrated through the whole thickness of the soft parts right down to the membrane of the bone. On the left shoulder 
there was bruise that measured about an inch and the surrounding parts were swollen. On the lower back spine area there was an 
eclymosis, which was almost circular in form. 

37 See appendix, Image 17-18. PAR, CSO, 2593/C54/1902, F Segemony, Durban, brings to the notice of the government a case of assault 
by HL Paul, Indian Interpreter at Durban Court, on his son Lazarus, 1902. 
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further knowledge, he is practically turned out of the school […this] is like placing a loaf of bread in a 

glass case and showing it to a hungry man. By private study four Colonial Born Indians appeared [in] 

and passed the Civil Service Exam of this Colony. The Government, determined to keep the Indian 

down, has now formulated some law by which they debar Indians from competing. Where is the 

British idea of justice and fair play? And where is the famous British constitution?…it is certainly not 

here in Natal.38 

 

While this speech clearly indicates Gabriel’s feeling towards Indian politics and the NIC, on a deeper level it 

shows a subtle sense of ill feeling towards Paul. Since Paul was responsible for the establishment of the 

Higher Grade School, Gabriel most probably felt threatened by Paul’s position and the fact that Paul could 

have very easily replaced him as vice president of the NIPU. The object of the meeting that Paul attended, to 

which Gabriel refers to, was to hear Messrs. Gandhi and Ally, the Transvaal delegates who had just returned 

from England. Paul was present at the meeting as a member of the reception Committee of the Natal Indian 

Congress and occupied a seat on the platform. At the meeting resolutions were passed, animated political 

speeches were made by Messrs. M. C. Anglia, S. P. Mohamed and several others of Durban, Adam Gool of 

Cape Town – President of the British Indian League, and by representatives form Verulam, Tongaat, Stanger 

and other places. After a stirring speech made by Mr H. O. Ally39 amidst cries of “Bande Mataram” which 

means “India for the Indians” the meeting ended after midnight.40   

 

In his letter Gabriel stated: “Paul claims to be a foundation member of Congress and on the 3rd of 

January had attended another political meeting that was held under the auspices of the Mohammedan 

Association of this Town for congratulating the said delegates and was one of the keynote speakers.”41 

Gabriel wanted to know if it was right that a member of the Civil Service could be involved in or associated 

with political movements. Gabriel claimed that the reason he made the complaint was ‘in favour of fairness to 

other Interpreters in the service’ so that the matter could be settled at once and a circular could be sent to all 

Indian Interpreters in the Natal Civil Service warning them not to do the same as Paul had done. By attending 

the meetings on the 1st and the 3rd, Paul was in breach of Rule No. 19 of the Rules and Regulations of the 

Civil Service. According to the Discipline of Officers in the Natal Civil Service Lists, 1906, “No Officer shall 

become editor of a newspaper or take part in the management thereof; nor shall he speak in public or write 

                                                      
38 Swan, Maureen. Gandhi: The South African Experience. Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1985, 196. 
39 Ally was one of the founding members of the NIC, and had accompanied Gandhi to London, as part of a two-men deputation in 

October-December 1906, on behalf of the Transvaal Indians.  
40 PAR, CSO, 1826/1907/220, L Gabriel, Durban. Re HL Paul Indian Interpreter, Durban Magistracy, taking part in an Indian political 

meeting, 1907. 
41 PAR, CSO, 1826/1907/220, L Gabriel, Durban. Re HL Paul Indian Interpreter, Durban Magistracy, taking part in an Indian political 

meeting, 1907. 
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for newspapers or other publications, nor write letters or articles in any public print on political subjects.”42 

Strangely though Paul was not found to be in contravention of Rule No. 21 which stated that “Officers are 

hereby required and enjoined not to take any part in political affairs otherwise than by recording their votes at 

elections, or except in the discharge of any public duty, such as polling officer or the like; and every violation 

of this rule will be forthwith visited with such penalty as the circumstances of the case shall appear to 

demand.”43 This rule was a particularly important one within a colonial context such as Natal at this time. It 

was not simply a belief that the colony’s civil service should be a neutral entity that lay behind it.44 More than 

that it represented recognition that being part of the civil service, even if in its lower echelons, gave 

individuals access to considerable power. Paul’s position within the civil service had paradoxical effects. On 

the one hand it undeniably gave him leverage and his skills helped him foster an important social network and 

yet ultimately it was a stumbling block that prevented him from personally forging ahead with his nascent 

Indian Nationalism. He was, in a sense a perfect link to the masses of ordinary Indians in the colony and, 

unlike Gandhi in his earlier period, his primary concern was not with the Gujarati trading community.  

 

In response to Gabriel’s letter, Paul swore that he was neither a member nor the founder member of 

the Natal Indian Congress. He asserted that he attended the gathering on the 1st of January at which Gandhi 

and Ally were present as a spectator, and took no part in the speeches. He then went on to state that on the 

3rd at the Mohammeden Association he had been called upon to speak about Indian Education. He did not 

believe that he was infringing the rules of the civil service by being at this ‘social gathering’ and he spoke 

about the advantages of promoting Higher Education among Indian children. Paul confessed himself to be 

surprised at the ‘false impression’ that had been created, as the speech he made that night was similar to other 

speeches he had delivered on other occasions at social gatherings. He pledged that he tried his best to steer 

clear of political matters. With all this said, the Chief Magistrate, Percy Binns then wrote to the Assistant 

Under Secretary, informing him that he had accepted Paul’s assurances. The letter went on to say that he 

thought Paul to be an excellent public servant and that he did his duty well. Binns affirmed that  “[Paul] is 

careful and conscientious to a degree and I am prepared to accept his assurance against the representations of 

the individual who has written to you [and that as a result of this he has] warned Paul that he must be careful 

in the extreme to prevent the possibility of any statements of this kind being made again.”45  

 

                                                      
42 The Natal Civil Service List, 1906, Compiled from Official Records in the CSO. Pietermaritzburg: P. Davis and Sons, Government 

Printers, 1906, 104.  
43 The Natal Civil Service List, 1906, 104. 
44 For a brief discussion of the Colony of Natal’s civil service see Robert Morrell ‘The Family Man and Empire: Sir Albert Hime of Natal, 

1875-1903’ in Journal of Natal and Zulu History, 18, 1998, 36-41.   
45 PAR, CSO, 1826/1907/220, L. Gabriel, Durban. Re HL Paul Indian Interpreter, Durban Magistracy, taking part in an Indian political 

Meeting, 1907. 
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As stated earlier in the introduction, Paul embodies the ambivalent and contradictory nature of these 

interpreters. Thus far the archival evidence depict Paul as fractious, incompetent and arrogant. Yet, there is 

another side to Paul that makes him an ‘unsung hero,’ and community conscious. This chapter sought not to 

present all of Paul’s accomplishments, which really deserves further intensive research. Considering the fact 

that he was involved in so many different faculties of Indian life in Natal. It is quite evident that the 

relationship that Gandhi shared with Paul deserves much greater attention than it has been given. Doing so 

leads to the realisation that Paul played an extremely important role in Indian politics in Natal and in 

Gandhi’s political development. He was also the founder and president of many different sport clubs such as 

Natal Indian Football Association, United XI Cricket Club, Greyville Sporting Association, Indian 

Benevolent Society and the United Sports Association, which became the Durban Indian Sports Ground 

Association (Currie’s Fountain). Apart form that he was also responsible for the formation of various 

different soccer clubs in the 1880’s and 1890’s.46 He was also instrumental in the development of cricket and 

cycling among the Indians. When his son was refused entry into a ‘European Boy’s’ private high school he 

lobbied for an Indian Higher Grade school. Since Indian schools only taught till Standard Seven, Paul exerted 

his influence within the civil service and drew upon the economic resources that his position provided he 

founded the high school at the corner of Grey and Alice streets in 1899.47 At the end of year function of the 

school, Gandhi said that had it not been for Paul, the school would not have been successful. In his closing 

report the School Acting headmaster said: “And how shall I begin or end my high estimate of Mr. Paul’s 

constant labours in the school’s best interest? In the record of the initiation, growth, and present state of this 

institution, Mr. Paul’s name must take a prominent place to him we owe a fine photograph; him we must 

thank for a similarly framed group sent to the Government, and graciously acknowledged by Mr. Russell. So 

long as Mr. Paul stands by the school it must succeed.”48 In 1903, he was also active in Sandailu’s Christy 

Minstrel Band in Overport.49 He later established and became the first president of the Natal Indian 

Educational Association between the years 1911 and 1914. But above all of these achievements, it is Henry 

Louis Paul’s role in the making of the Mahatma that is most intriguing. 

                                                      
46 Such as Eastern Stars, Western Stars, Union Jacks, Yorkshire, Bluebells, NGR Morning Stars, Swallows, Evening Stars, Pirates of 

India and Crimson League. Rajendra and Romilla Chetty.  Gandhi and the secret role of Henry Paul. Sunday Times, 5 December 
1999. Found at http://www.suntimes.co.za/1999/12/05/arts/durban/aned06.htm, accessed on the 5th October 2002. 

47 C. G. Henning. The Indentured Indian in Natal (1860-1917). New Delhi: Promilla, 1993, 165. 
48 School Vacation:  Government Higher Grade Indian School. Mercury, 29 June 1901. 
49 Uma Shashikant Dhupelia. From cane fields to freedom: a chronicle of Indian South African life. Cape Town: Kwela Books, 2000, Image 141. See 

appendix, Image 19: Paul and Sandialu’s Christy Minstrel Band. 
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C o n c l u s i o n  

In After Colonialism, Gyan Prakash has pointed out that colonial  

 
Societies and knowledges come into view only after having been worked over by colonialism…We 

have yet to fully recognise another history of agency and knowledge alive in the dead weight of the 

colonial past…We need to track the silences, displacements, and transformations produced by its 

functioning…to mark those ‘(subaltern) positions and knowledges that could not be properly 

recognised and named and “normalized” by colonial discourse.1 

 

This study was first and foremost an attempt to discover and explore these very ambiguous individuals who 

proved to be more than just interpreters. While translation and interpretation is in itself complex and layered, 

individual interpreters and translators are just as, if not more multifaceted and complicated. Indian 

interpreters continued to play a crucial role in interracial communications throughout the ‘Westering’ and 

modernizing experience. They were not merely interpreters in the traditional sense of the term. The word 

‘interpreter’ at the turn of the twentieth century in Colonial Natal, meant more than ‘translator,’ it was 

considered a title of special honour. This thesis attempted to understand the type of people these linguistic 

conduits were and why their peculiarities and experiences and not necessarily their interpreting skills, that 

makes them similar to us. Most importantly though, it was to bring to light their “silenced voices and 

excluded histories.”2 

 

Referring to Adrienne Rich’s poem “The Burning of Paper instead of Children,” Bell Hooks 

advances an argument that language is a site of struggle: “language like desire disrupts – refuses to be 

contained within boundaries. It speaks itself against our will, in words and thoughts, that intrude, violate even, 

the innermost private spaces of mind and body.”3 Central to the dissertation’s examination of these 

interpreters is the problematic of language.  

 

William Davy, who was a military officer in the Bengal army had found the development of 

knowledge of Persian highly lucrative, thought that the important job of translation could not be  

                                                      
1 See Gyan Prakash (ed.) After Colonialism: Imperial Histories and Postcolonial Displacements. Princeton, 1995, 3-17, 5, as quoted in Goolam 

Vahed, ‘Uprooting, Rerooting: Culture, Religion, and Community among Indentured Muslim Migrants in Colonial Natal, 1860-1911,’ 
in South African Historical Journal, 45, November 2001, 191. 

2 Vahed, ‘Uprooting, Rerooting,’ 192. 
3 Bell Hooks. ‘“this is the oppressor’s language / yet I need it to talk to you”: Language, a place of struggle’ in Anuradha Digwaney and 

Carol Maier. (eds)  Between Languages and Cultures.  London: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1995, 295. 
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entrusted to Indian interpreters. In describing the talent needed for this important task, he wrote: “A 

Persian interpreter should not only be able to speak fluently in the language, but to read all such 

letters as he may receive, … to answer then with his own hand, if the importance of the subject, of 

which they treat should render it necessary. Otherwise the secret negotiations and correspondence of 

the Government are liable to be made public through the medium of the native Munchees, or writers, 

whom will be obliged to employ and trust.4 

 

It is important to point out that the interpreters fulfilled many different roles and partly because of 

their critical function in the Colony of Natal, they were just as likely to be maligned and misjudged, as to be 

afforded recognition. The biased and somewhat distorted view of these interpreters that has been left behind 

in the archive is an important obstacle to drawing historical conclusions. Much of the research for this thesis 

was carried out at the Pietermaritzburg Archives and one of the main reasons that the interpreters have a 

presence in this archive is because of the complaints and grievances of the Indian ‘community’ that they 

attracted. Thus this thesis has provided an insight into the interpreters based on the material available at the 

archives-and that material at times provides a slightly skewed perspective on their lives as a result. Moreover, 

this study has adopted a narrative approach, since it is necessary to understand the context within which these 

interpreters existed before problematizing their position and character. This work represents a selection of 

letters of complaints, depositions, and newspaper articles. The attitudes and personalities of Paul, Vinden, 

Ward, Stephen, Peters have emerged from moments of conflicts, antagonism, aggression and personal 

vendettas. In most instances then, especially in the eyes of the indentured, these interpreters were represented 

as selfish and arrogant but their veracity was vouched for in great part by the trust placed in them by the 

Magistrates. I have attempted to find a middle ground between such representations and I have decided to 

label these individuals as ambiguous. This is perhaps the most sympathetic and accurate depiction that can be 

offered, for it reflects their position within colonial society.     

 

The title of this thesis, ‘Turbans and Top Hats,’ is an analogy used to describe their liminal status as 

descendents of India and subjects of the British Empire. Their confused and divided sense of allegiance was 

the primary cause of their ambiguous existence. They aspired to British ideals and way of life like many other 

‘petty bourgeois’ colonial men, but they were also responsible for inventing an idealised version of ‘Indianess’ 

and Indian nationalism. As Phil Bonner stated: 

 

                                                      
4 Bernard S. Cohn. The Command of Language and the Language of Command in Guha, Ranajit (ed.) Subaltern Studies IV: Writings on 

South Asian History and Society. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985, 284-285. 
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Historically, the petty bourgeoisie lies between two major classes in a capitalists formation – capital 

and labour – and tends to align itself with the one or the other according to the pressures exerted on 

it by the two contending polarities.5 

 

Two other concepts that aptly describe these individuals are Frantz Fanon’s, “black skin/white masks,” and 

V. S. Naipaul’s “mimic men.”6 British education and cultural colonization propagated the English world, 

lifestyle and culture, as a world of discipline, success, achievement and progress. As a result, Indians and other 

colonized peoples believed their own culture, customs and traditions, religion, lifestyle and race to be inferior 

to that of Empire and endeavoured to identify themselves with ‘Britishness’. These interpreters became 

mimic men who imitated and reflected the colonizer’s life style, values, and views. The problem with this was 

that they suffered from disillusion, dislocation and a loss of identity as a result. The cultural paradoxes 

exhibited by Vinden, Paul, Stephen, Ward, and Peters make them prototypical colonial characters, who were 

caught between two worlds. Their life was a constant contradiction. 

 

These interpreters were “subjects of their own history….makers of their own destiny,” but at the 

same time, they existed in a colonial space.7 In Ambiguities of Independence, Shula Marks has stated: 

 
In an era of segregation, the disillusion with nineteenth-century ideals of assimilation and progress and 

the recognition of the need to find a new constituency, and “a new way of linking fraternity, power 

and time meaningfully together,” led to the creation of a new “cultural artefact,” namely, an ethnic 

nationalism that coexisted in ambiguous fashion with the older, …and new forms of class 

consciousness.8 

 

David Vinden best epitomises this process that Marks describes. He was caught by the fancy frills of English 

middle class lifestyle but as Rudyard Kipling intoned “And what should they know of England, who only 

England know?” Together with the other interpreters he constituted a ‘petty bourgeoisie.’ Ward was most 

definitely in a class of his own, and used his position manipulatively. Peter’s position in the Civil Service 

illustrated how interpreters were able to better their standards of living and alleviate their economical standing 

and that of his family. Very little is known about Stephen, but from the sources available we know that he was 

a proficient and experienced interpreter, and one of the longest serving interpreters in the Civil Service, and 

                                                      
5 Phil Bonner. ‘The Transvaal Native Congress, 1917-1920: The Radicalisation of the Black Petty Bourgeoisie on the Rand,’ in Marks, 

S. and Rathbone, R.B. (Eds) Industrialisation and Social Change in South Africa 1870-1930. London: Longmans, 1982, 42. 
6 See Frantz Fanon. Black Skin, White Masks. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1967 and V. S. Naipaul. The Mimic Men. London: Deutsch, 

1967.  
7 See D. Chakrabathy. ‘A Small History of Subaltern Studies,’ in H. Schwarz and S. Ray. A Companion to Postcolonial Studies. Oxford, 2000, 

468, as quoted in Vahed, ‘Uprooting, Rerooting,’ 192. 
8 Shula Marks. The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa: Class, Nationalism, and the State in Twentieth-Century Natal. Johannesburg: Ravan 

Press, 1986, 111. 
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that he possessed a deep seated animosity for Paul. Which brings us then to perhaps the most ambiguous 

interpreter in Colonial Natal. Besides being a “heartless imposter,” Paul was also actively involved in Indian 

‘community’ life and responsible for the making of the Mahatma.9 Paul, and the other interpreters belonged 

to the intelligentsia and were key figures in forging a nationalist movement, in their own little ways, and their 

ability to speak the English language was a vital asset to them. 
 

As Benedict Anderson writes: 

 
 It is generally recognised that the intelligentsia were central to the rise of nationalism in the colonial 

territories, not least because colonialism ensured that native agrarian magnates, big merchants, 

industrial entrepreneurs, and even a large professional class were relative rarities. It is no less generally 

recognised that the intelligentsias’ vanguard role derived from their bilingual literacy, or rather literacy 

and bilingualism Bilingualism meant access, through the European language of the state to modern 

Western culture in the broadest sense, and in particular, to the models of nationalism, nation-ness, 

and nation-state produced elsewhere in the course of the nineteenth century.10 

 

These “special servants” existed as mercurial entities in the Colony of Natal, restless in their 

beginnings and ends.11 They were members of an educated and disconnected elite, but they were also pioneers 

of a nascent nationalist movement. While these individuals were attracted to English culture and lifestyle, it 

was the potential that their positions offered that served as a portal of opportunities in terms of upward social 

mobility. Their desire to use their talents and perseverance in the face of British racism, were exceptional 

qualities that this professional class possessed which helped them assume a vested position in the hierarchy of 

colonial society. While this study has had to contend with the biased and tainted view of these interpreters 

that the archive produced, in the broadest context it is evident that their identity was nonetheless a mixture of 

assurance, egotism, and despair. More than an insight into Colonial Natal, this thesis has highlighted 

individual experiences, and revealed the powerful feelings of fear and desire, expectancy, impatience, 

arrogance, and pomposity that came with being an Indian interpreter in the Natal Civil Service. Theirs was an 

ambiguous and liminal position, existing between worlds, as “citizens of the proudest Empire of the world 

and descendents of [one of] the oldest civilisation of the globe.”12 

 

                                                      
9 PAR, CSO, 1672/1901/2377, Anonymous letter brings charges against the Indian Interpreter Paul, 1901. 
10 Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities: Reflection on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London, New York: Verso, 1991, 116. 
11 See Joy Brain. ‘Indentured and free Indians in the economy of Colonial Natal’ in Guest, Bill and Sellers, John M, (eds.) Enterprise and 

Exploitation in a Victorian Colony: Aspects of the Economic and Social History of Colonial Natal. Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 
1985, 226 Bill Guest. ‘Gandhi’s Natal: The State of the colony in 1893’ in Natalia: Journal of the Natal Society; 23-24, Pietermaritzburg: 
Natal Society Library, December 1993 and December 1994, 72. 

12 See Appendix, Image 8, The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening, April 16, 1909. 
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A p p e n d i x  

 
Table 4: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1861.1 

 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg Seenavasen 3 Apr 1861 48 
Durban C. Joachim 27 Mar 1861 60 
Inanda  P. Fitzgerald 19 Mar 1861 50 
Lower Umkomanzi  Moonesaumy 2 May 1861 48 

 
 
 

 
Table 5: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1862. 

 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg J. Francis 29 Mar 1862 50 
Durban Daniel 16 Jul 1863 50 
Inanda  C. H. Harley 16 Jul 1863 100 
Tugela E. R. Flood 9 Dec 1863 60 
Lower Umkomanzi  Moonesaumy 2 May 1861 48 

 
 
 
 

Table 6: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1863. 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg J. Francis 29 Mar 1862 50 
Durban Daniel 16 Jul 1863 50 
Inanda  C. H. Harley 16 Jul 1863 100 
Tugela E. R. Flood 9 Dec 1863 60 
Lower Umkomanzi  Moonesaumy 2 May 1861 48 

 
 
 
                                                           
1 Information for Tables 4 to 12 were sourced from the Natal Government Blue Books and unless otherwise stated the different 

Magistracies refers to the Resident Magistrate. 
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Table 7: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1874. 

 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg James Emanuel 18 May 1873 60 
Durban J. Mooragasen  60 
Umlazi J. Carvallo 3 Oct 1874 84 
Inanda  W. H. Smith 4 Mar 1873 84 
Tugela Peter 1 Sep 1870 60 
Alexandra Abdul Kadir 30 Aug 1871 60 

 
 
 
 

Table 8: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1875. 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg James Emanuel 18 May 1873 60 
Durban E. Subhan 9 May 1875 60 
Umlazi C. Stephen 6 Mar 1875 84 
Inanda  W. H. Smith 4 Mar 1873 125 
Tugela Vavant   
Alexandra Abdul Kadir 30 Aug 1871 60 

 
 
 

 
Table 9: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1876. 

 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg James Emanuel 18 May 1873 60 
Durban E. Subhan 9 May 1875 60 
Umlazi Vacant     
Inanda  W. H. Smith 4 Mar 1873 125 
Tugela J. Gonslaves 18 Mar 1876 120 
Alexandra Abdul Kadir 30 Aug 1871 60 
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Table 10: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1878. 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg James Emanuel 18 May 1873 60 
Durban E. Subhan 9 May 1875 60 
Umlazi C. Stephen 6 Mar 1875 84 
Inanda  J. Gonslaves 18 Mar 1876 125 
Tugela Peter 1 Sep 1870 120 
Alexandra J. Hall 11 Jun 1878 120 

 
 

Table 11: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1886. 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Pietermaritzburg S. Samon 1 Apr 1882 120 
Lions River E. James 12 Feb 1886 72 
Durban E. Subhan 9 May 1875 60 
Umlazi C. Stephen 6 Mar 1875 150 
Inanda  J. Lennon 13 Sep 1884 120 
Lower Tugela M. J. Williams 10 Aug 1877 120 
Umvoti H. Sing 1 Sep 1881 60 
Alexandra - Supreme Court H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 100 

 
 
 

Table 12: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1890-1891 
 

Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter 

Date of  
Appointment 

Salary 
(£) 

Supreme Court - Hindhustani A. Ruffe 7 May 1888 225 
Supreme Court - Tamil George Mutukistna 1 Dec1889 200 
Pietermaritzburg H. J. G. Ince 12 Feb 1888 120 
Umgeni H. J. G. Ince 12 Feb 1888 24 
Lions River E. James 12 Feb 1886 72 
Umlazi C. Stephen 6 Mar 1875 150 
Inanda J. Lennon 13 Sep 1884 150 
Lower Tugela J. Peter 4 Dec 1889 120 
Umvoti V. Mooragasen 31 Jan 1890 84 
Klip River D. Vinden 4 Feb 1888 120 
Weenen J. W. F. Biggs 6 May 1882 175 
Alexandra J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 120 
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Table 13: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1895.2 

 
 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 120 24|| 
Umgeni None      
Lions River S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894 1 Feb 1894 1 Feb 1894 84  
Upper Umkomanzi None      
Ixopo Vacant      
Ipolela V. Johnstone 8 Aug 1894  8 Aug 1894 120  
Impendhle Vacant      
New Hanover John Arthur 20 Dec 1894  20 Dec 1894 96  
Estcourt None      
Weenen None      
Upper Tugela None      
Umvoti V. Mooroogasen 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 84  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River David Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 120 10 p.m. α 
Newcastle G. M. Reddy 13 Oct 1890 13 Oct 1890 1 Jul 1894 96  
Umsinga None      
Dundee Chinoo 2 Sep 1890 2 Sep 1890 2 Sep 1890 84  
Durban Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 225  
 Emanuel James 12 Feb 1886 12 Feb 1886 21 Nov 1892 225  
Umlazi C. Stephen 3 11 Jan 1875 11 Jan 1875 1 Jan 1880 235  
Inanda J. Lennon 27 May 1884 27 May 1884 27 May 1884 375  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Nov 1889 16 Nov 1889 26 Mar 1891 120  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo None      
Alexandra J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 120  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu Abdul Kadir Seepye 9 Nov 1891 9 Nov 1891 9 Nov 1891 60  

 

||  For Dutch interpretation α For Creole interpretation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 Information for Tables 13 – 23 was sourced from the Natal Civil Service Lists 1895-1909. 
3 He was also acting as a Puisne Judge. 
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Table 14: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1897. 

 
 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 120 24|| 
Umgeni None      
Lions River S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894 1 Feb 1894 1 Feb 1894 96  
Upper Umkomanzi H. C. Ward 2 Mar 1896 2 Sep 1896 2 Sep 1896 84  
Ixopo R. E. Somasundram 12 Mar 1896  12 Mar 1896 96  
Ipolela M. O. Johnstone 31 Jul 1894 1 Jul 1895 1 Dec 1896 120  
Impendhle G. Thomas 26 Sep 1895  26 Sep 1895 96  
New Hanover George Mutukistna 3 Jun 1896  3 Jun 1896 96  
Estcourt None      
Weenen None      
Upper Tugela None      
Umvoti V. Mooroogasen 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 84  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River David Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 120 10 α 
Newcastle G. M. Reddy 13 Oct 1890 13 Oct 1890 1 Jul 1894 108  
Umsinga None      
Dundee J. Gabriel 9 Sep 1896  9 Sep 1896 84  
Durban Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 225  
 Emanuel James 12 Feb 1886 12 Feb 1886 21 Nov 1892 210  
Umlazi J. R. Currie 19 Sep 1894 25 Aug 1896 25 Aug 1896 120  
 R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 120  
Inanda J. Lennon      
 A. H. Peters (acting)      
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Nov 1889 16 Nov 1889 26 Mar 1891 120  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo None      
Alexandra J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 120  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu Ellapa Pillay 14 Jan 1896  14 Jan 1896 60  

 

||  For Dutch interpretation α  For Creole interpretation 
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Table 15: Confidential Circular No. 80. Indian Interpreters attached to Magistrates Courts, 1901.4 
 
 

Magistracy Name of 
Interpreter 

Languages 
Spoken by 

Indian 
Population of 

Division 

Mother 
Tongue of 
Interpreter 
and other 

Languages 
spoken 

 
 

Certificates 
held by 

Interpreter 

Competency 
of Interpreter 

General 
Character 

and 
Efficiency 

Clerical Assistance rendered by 
Interpreter 

Polela A. K. Seepye Hindustani 
and very little 
Tamil 

Hindustani 
Tamil, 

Gujarati, 
Persian, 

French Creole 

Supreme Court. 
Hindustani 
sworn translator 
1-9-97. Tamil 
Interpreter 
signed by A. C. 
R. Pillay 
 

Thoroughly 
Competent 

Good and 
Efficient 

Keeps register of Letters and 
Bank Books. Draws up vouchers 
deposits and withdrawals. Issues 
passes to Natives and Indians and 
copies of notes and evidences in 
cases of appeal, etc. 

Inanda J. B. Stephens Tamil and 
Hindustani 
and a little 
Telegu 

Tamil 
Hindustani 
and Telegu 

None Most 
Competent 

Favourable 
and Efficient. 
Testimonial 
from Mr. 
McLauren 
 
 

All Indian clerical work and 
generally assists. Typewriting 

                                                           
4 Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository (PAR), Colonial Secretary Office (CSO), 2593/C277/1901, Principle Under Secretary. Confidential Circular No. 80. re Indian Interpreters attached to 

Magistrates Courts, 1901. 
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Lower Tugela J. Peter Tamil and 
Hindustani 

Mallaglum 
Hindustani, 
Tamil and 

Telegu 

None Competent Good 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Takes all Indian depositions, 
registers Indian marriages, births 
and deaths. Writes up Criminal 
Record. Issues licenses and 
Contracts of Service. Keeps 
correspondence register. 
Countersigns free pass records, 
half yearly report of free Indians 
and make up monthly accounts 
returns. 
 

Impendhle G. Narandes Hindustani 
and Tamil 

Tamil 
Hindustani 

None Competent Favourable 
and efficient 

Clerical Assistance copying and 
making up returns of cases. 
 

Umzinto R. 
Somasundrum 

Tamil, Telegu 
and 
Hindustani 

Tamil 
Telegu, 

Hindustani, 
Gujarati 

Government 
College Madras 
and from 
various 
Magistrates 

Competent Very 
favourable 
and efficient 

Takes depositions for attestation, 
makes up returns, copies notes of 
evidence and general assists. 

New Hanover E. Pillay Tamil, Telegu 
and 
Hindustani 
 

Tamil 
Telegu and 
Hindustani 

None Competent Good and 
efficient 

Enters up European Record 
Book. 

Upper 
Umkomanzi 

A. Saib Tamil, Telegu 
and 
Hindustani 

Hindustani 
Telegu and 

Tamil 

None 
Was examined 
by Mr. Hemson, 
Umgeni Court 

Competent Honest, 
industrious, 
sober and 
obliging 

Keeps criminal Records. Issues 
passes, make out monthly returns 
in European, Indian and Native 
cases and copies documented. 

Lower 
Umzimkulu 

G. Mutukistna Tamil, 
Hindustani, 
Telegu and 
Coringee 
 

Tamil 
Hindustani, 

Coringee and 
Singhalese 

None Competent Favourable 
and efficient 

Prepares returns copying and 
general office work. 

Dundee J. Gabriel Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

Tamil 
Hindustani 
and Telegu 

None 
Was examined 
by Mr. Dunning, 
Immigration 
Office. 

Competent Most 
favourable 
and efficient 

Writes up criminal record books 
and returns, takes Indian 
depositions writes passes for 
Indians and writes native passes. 
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City H. J. G. Ince Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

English 
Hindustani, 

Tamil, Telegu 

Certificate from 
I. Sykes 
And Medical 
Officer of 
“Dilwera” 

Competent Most 
favourable 
and efficient 

Prepares criminal reports and 
returns and renders general 
assistance. 

Durban H. L. Paul 
A. H. Peters 

Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

Tamil (both) 
Hindustani 
and Telegu 

(both) 
 

Testaments 
from Magistrates 

Competent Honest and 
steady 

Appointed as Clerks and 
Interpreters render assistance in 
Office in Indian business. Write 
up returns of crimes. 

Umgeni J. S. Joshua Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

Tamil 
Weak in 

Hindustani 

None 
Mr. Lennon says 
is good in Tamil 

Excellent in 
Tamil, weak in 
Hindustani 
does not 
speak Telegu 
 

Favourable 
and efficient 
in Tamil 

Keeps records books. Take Indian 
depositions and general Indian 
work. Typewriting. 

Klip River D. Vinden Tamil and 
Hindustani 

Tamil 
French and 

Creole 

Various 
Magistrates 

Competent Efficient Renders clerical assistance. 

Lions River L. M. Naidoo Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

Tamil 
Hindustani 
and Telegu 

 

 J. Stephens to 
Supreme Court 

Competent Favourable 
and Efficient 

Renders clerical assistance. 

Umlazi R. Moodaly Tamil, Telegu 
and 
Hindustani 

Tamil 
Telegu, 

Hindustani 
and Caranese 

 

Sir Walter 
Wragg 

Competent Very Good 
and Efficient 

Takes Indian depositions, issues 
dog licenses to Indians. Keeps 
criminal record books and attend 
to Indian licenses. 

Umvoti V. M. Pillay Hindustani, 
Tamil and 
Telegu 

Born in Natal 
by descent 
Madrasee 

None Competent Satisfactory 
and efficient 

Renders clerical assistance. 

Newcastle S. R. Pillay    Tamil 
Telegu and 
Hindustani 

Magistrates Fully 
Competent 

Most 
favourable 
and efficient 
 

Renders great clerical assistance. 
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Table 16: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1902. 

 
 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 150 24|| 
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 130  
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 100  
Upper Umkomanzi None         
Ixopo None         
Ipolela A. K. Seepye 24 Apr 1899   24 May 1900 120  
Impendhle G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  19 Mar 1902 100  
New Hanover S.  Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 100  
Estcourt J. W. Biggs 8 May 1882 8 May 1882 1 Jul 1898 345 25 
Weenen None      
Umvoti V. M. Pillay 5 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 150  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River David Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 175 6 α  

12 § 
Upper Tugela None      
Umsinga None      
Newcastle S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894   1 Feb 1894 150  
Dundee J. Gabriel 9 Nov 1896  9 Nov 1896 150  
Durban Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 225  
 A.H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   12 Dec 1898 150  
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 150  
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 175  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Nov 1889 16 Nov 1889 26 Mar 1891 150  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo A. J. Hein6  14 Mar 1892 5 Aug 1893 1 Jan 1899 250  
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 150  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu George Mutukistna 3 Jun 1896  1 May 1897 150  

   
||  For Dutch interpretation α For Creole interpretation  

 § Allowance for Indian interpretation 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 It is quite possible to assume that this interpreter is V. Mooroogasen, as Pillay could have been excluded from previous documents. 

Moreover, the dates for V. M Pillay and V. Mooroogasen are the same, and they both are Interpreters in the Umvoti Magistrate. 
6 He was also the Zulu Interpreter and sub-distributor of stamps and Clerk of the Court 
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Table 17: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1903. 

 
 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 165  
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 153  
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 121  
Upper Umkomanzi A. Saib  Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 110  
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903   1 Feb 1903 110  
Ipolela A. K. Seepye  24 Apr 1899   24 May 1900 143  
Impendhle G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  19 Mar 1902 110  
New Hanover S. E.  Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 142  
Estcourt J. W. Biggs 8 May 1882 8 May 1882 1 Jul 1898 400 25 β 
Weenen None      
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 165  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River David Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 165 6 α  

12 § 
Bergville 7  None      
Umsinga None      
Newcastle S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894  1 Jul 1898 165  
Dundee L. W. D. Elliot 5 Apr 1903  9 May 1903 120  
Durban Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 192 10  
 A.H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   12 Apr 1898 165  
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 165  
Inanda K. R. P. Naidoo 15 Nov 1902   15 Nov 1902 110  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 165  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo None         
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 150  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu None         
Vryheid None      
Utrecht None      
Paulpietersberg None      

 
β Allowance as Hindustani interpreter α For Creole interpretation 

§ Allowance for Indian interpretation 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
7 Formerly Upper Tugela 
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Table 18: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1904.8 

 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H.J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 165  
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 163  
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 131  
Upper Umkomanzi A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 120  
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903   1 Feb 1903 110  
Polela A. K. Seepye 24 Apr 1899   24 May 900 153  
Underberg None      
Impendhle P James 7 Jul 1903  7 Jul 1903 110  
New Hanover None        
Camperdown None      
Estcourt J. W. Biggs 8 May 1882 8 May 1882 1 Jul 1898 450  
Weenen None      
Umvoti V. M. Pillay 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 185  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River D. Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 165 6 α  

12 § 
Bergville None      
Umsinga None      
Newcastle S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894  1 Jul 1898 185  
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 03 120  
Durban R. B. H. Meneaud 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 199 13 

4 
 

 H. L. Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 216 10  
 A.H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   12 Apr 1898 185  
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 165  
Umlazi -Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 165  
Inanda K. R. P. Naidoo 15 Nov 1902   15 Nov 1902 120  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 190  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo None         
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 175  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu G. Martin 17 Aug 1903   17 Aug 1903 130  
Vryheid None      
Utrecht None      
Paulpietersberg None      

 
α For Creole interpretation  § Allowance for Indian interpretation 

                                                           
8 In 1897 the Zululand had been incorporated as part of the Natal Magistracies, but because there was no significant number of Indians 

living in these Magisterial districts, there was no need for Interpreters. These include Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, 
Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini 
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Table 19: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1905.9 

 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H.J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 189  
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 163  
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 141  
Upper Umkomanzi A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 130  
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903   1 Feb 1903 112  
Polela A. K. Seepye 24 Apr 1899   24 May 1900 163  
Underberg None      
Impendhle R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904  10 Aug 1904 100  
New Hanover S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 152  
Camperdown P James 7 Jul 1903  7 Jul 1903 110  
Estcourt J. W. Biggs 8 May 1882 8 May 1882 1 Jul 1898 432  
Weenen None      
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 185  
Krantzkop None      
Klip River D. Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 185 6 α  

12 § 
Bergville  None      
Umsinga None      
Newcastle S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894  1 Jul 1898 185  
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 03 130  
Durban R. B. H. Meneaud 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 219  
 H. L. Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 217  
 A.H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   12 Apr 1898 185  
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 185  
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250  
Inanda K. R. P. Naidoo 15 Nov 1902   15 Nov 1902 130  
 J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 185  
Indwedwe None      
Mapumulo None         
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 175  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   13 Jan 1905 100  
Vryheid None      
Utrecht None      
Paulpietersberg None      

 
α For Creole interpretation  § Allowance for Indian interpretation 

                                                           
9 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters. 
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Table 20: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1906.10 
 

 
α For Creole interpretation  φ As Indian Postmaster 

 
 

                                                           
10 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters as well as Paulpietersberg, Utrecht , Vryheid. 
11 Formerly Upper Umkomanzi 
12 Formerly Klip River 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

Allowances 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg H.J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Feb 1883 3 Feb1888 189  
 G. Thomas 1 May 1906  1 May 1906 100  
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 168  
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 142  
Richmond 11 A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 138  
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903 1 Jul 1904 1 Jul 1904 123  
Polela A. K. Seepye 24 Apr 1899   24 May 1900 163  
Underberg None      
Impendhle R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904  10 Aug 1904 110  
New Hanover S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 158  
Camperdown P James 7 Jul 03  4 Aug 1904 120  
Estcourt None         
Weenen None      
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 1 Feb 1891 188  
Krantzkop None      
Ladysmith12  D. Vinden 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1888 188 6 α 

6 φ 
Bergville None      
Umsinga None      
Newcastle S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894  1 Jul 1898 188  
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 03 137  
Durban R. B. H. Meneaud 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 219  
 H. L. Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 220  
 A.H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   12 Apr 1898 188  
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 188  
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250  
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200  
 K. R. P. Naidoo 15 Nov 1902   15 Nov 1902 130  
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 188  
Ndwedwe None      
Mapumulo None         
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 179  
Alfred None      
Lower Umzimkulu N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   13 Jan 1905 101  
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Table 21: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1907.13 

 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

      
Pietermaritzburg A. H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   10 Dec 1906 198 
 David Vinden 9 Feb 1888 9 Feb 1888 4 Feb 1907 198 
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 168 
Lions River L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   21 Feb 1902 152 
Richmond A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 148 
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903 1 Jul 1904 1 Jul 1904 135 
Polela R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904   1 Dec 1906 120 
Impendhle None        
New Hanover S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 168 
Estcourt G. Thomas 1 May 1906   10 Dec 1906 100 
Weenen None     
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 1 Feb 1891 198 
Krantzkop None     
Ladysmith  A. K. Seepye 24 May 1900   29 Nov 1906 173 
Bergville None     
Umsinga None     
Newcastle Henry James Gilbert Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Apr 1884 3 Dec 1906 216 
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 1903 147 
Durban R. B. H. Meneaud 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 14 Apr 1902 233 12 
 Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 232 
 S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894   1 Feb 1907 198 
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 198 
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250 
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200 
 K. R. P. Naidoo 15 Nov 1902   15 Nov 1902 140 
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 198 
Ndwedwe None     
Mapumulo None        
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 189 
Alfred None     
Lower Umzimkulu N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   13 Jan 1905 111 
Vryheid None     
Utrecht None     
Paulpietersberg None     

 
 
 
 

 
                                                           
13 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters. 
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Table 22: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1908.14 

 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

       
Pietermaritzburg A. H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   10 Dec 1906 200 
 L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   15 Jun 1908 162 
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 188 
Camperdown P. James 7 Jul 1903  4 Aug 1904 140 
Lions River David Vinden 9 Feb 1888  20 Jun1907 200 
Richmond A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 148 
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903 1 Jul 1904 1 Jul 1904 147 
Polela R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904   1 Dec 1906 130 
Impendhle None        
New Hanover S. A. Moodookrishna 31 Mar 1908  31 Mar 1908 100 
Estcourt G. Thomas 1 May 1906   10 Dec 1906 100 
Weenen None     
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 1 Feb 1891 198 
Krantzkop None     
Ladysmith  S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902  1 Apr 1902 178 
Bergville None     
Umsinga None     
Newcastle H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Apr 1884 3 Dec 1906 228 
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 1903 157 
Durban Henry Louis Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 244 
 S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894   1 Feb 1907 200 
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 198 
 R. E. Moodaly 9 Jan 1908  9 Jan 1908 60 
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250 
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200 
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 200 
Ndwedwe None     
Mapumulo None        
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 199 
Alfred None     
Lower Umzimkulu N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   13 Jan 1905 121 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
14 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters as well as Paulpietersberg, Utrecht , Vryheid. 
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Table 23: List of Indian Interpreters in the Colony of Natal for the year 1909.15 

 
 

Dates of appointment Magistracies Name of Indian 
Interpreter First Fixed Present Post 

Salary 
(£) 

      
Pietermaritzburg A. H. Peters 17 Apr 1897   10 Dec 1906 200 
 L. M. Naidoo 21 Nov 1901   15 Jun 1908 172 
Umgeni J. S. Joshua 10 Apr 1901  10 Apr 1901 198 
Camperdown P. James 7 Jul 1903  4 Aug 1904 150 
Lions River N. L. V. Naidoo 13 Jan 1905   22 Oct 1908 131 
Richmond A. Saib Jun 1896   13 Jul 1896 158 
Ixopo S. J. Ellis 1 Feb 1903 1 Jul 1904 1 Jul 1904 159 
Polela R. Srinivasam 10 Aug 1904   1 Dec 1906 140 
Impendhle None        
New Hanover S. A. Moodookrishna 31 Mar 1908  31 Mar 1908 110 
Estcourt G. Thomas 1 May 1906   10 Dec 1906 100 
Weenen None     
Umvoti V. M. Pillay  31 Jan 1890 31 Jan 1890 1 Feb 1891 200 
Krantzkop None     
Ladysmith  D. Vinden 9 Feb 1888  Jul 1888 19 Oct 1908 200 
Bergville None     
Umsinga None     
Newcastle H. J. G. Ince 19 Feb 1883 19 Apr 1884 3 Dec 1906 240 
Dundee G. Narrandes 19 Mar 1902  10 Jul 1903 167 
Durban H. L. Paul 3 Jan 1889 3 Jan 1889 4 Dec 1889 250 
 S. P. Pillay 1 Feb 1894   1 Feb 1907 200 
Umlazi R. Moodaly 7 Oct 1895  12 Mar 1896 200 
 R. E. Moodaly 9 Jan 1908  9 Jan 1908 60 
Umlazi-Pinetown H. E. Hope Ross 1 Jun1904  1 Jun 1904 250 
Inanda J. B. Stephens 12 Mar 1889 12 Mar 1889 12 Apr 1898 200 
Lower Tugela J. Peter 16 Oct 1878 23 Nov 1889 23 Nov 1889 200 
Ndwedwe None     
Mapumulo None        
Alexandra R. E. Somasundram 2 Dec 1895   25 Feb 1897 200 
Alfred None     
Lower Umzimkulu S. E. Joshua 1 Apr 1902   20 Oct 1908 188 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
15 The Magisterial Districts of the Former Zululand Colony, Eshowe, Nqutu, Nkandhla, Emtonjaneni, Ndwandwe, Lower Umfolozi, 

Ubombo, Hlabisa, Ingwavuma, Umlalazi, and Mahlabatini, had no interpreters as well as Paulpietersberg, Utrecht , Vryheid. 
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Image 8: The Indian Patriot, Friday Evening, April 16, 1909. 
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Image 9: Veerasawamy Mudeliar, Chief Interpreter of the 

Immigration Department of the Guyana Government. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Image 10: Reverend John Thomas, 22 October 1862 – 11 August 
1921. He was the first Indian to be ordained as a Christian Minister 
in South Africa in 1902.16 Thomas also applied on behalf of his son 
Manessah to be under H. J. G. Ince as an interpreter in the 
Pietermaritzburg Magistrate’s Court.17  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
16 See Henning, The Indenture Indian, 162. (R. Royappen Collection) 
17 PAR, CSO, 1761/1904/4200, J Thomas, Pietermaritzburg. Applies for employment in the Magistrate's Court under Mr. Ince, on behalf 

of his son M. J. Thomas, 1904. 
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Image 11: Dr. Maurice Peters and 
his wife at their wedding in 

Colombo 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image 12: Dr. Beryl Peters, one of the first Indian female doctors, 
who graduated from Edinburgh in 1937. 
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Image13: Map of the Murder 
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REFERENCES AND ANNOTATION TO MAP 

 

A. House occupied by late Mrs. McDonald G. Mrs McDonald’s room 

B. House occupied by Mrs. Behrens H. Spot where Mrs. McDonald was assaulted 

C. Room of accused I. Spot where knife was found 

D. Room of Jessie Francis J. Stables 

E. Kitchen K. Indian quarters of Mrs. McDonald18 

F. Dining room  

 

 
 

Image 14: This is a picture of Paul’s wife, Ellen Elizabeth and their five sons.  
 
 
 

                                                      
18 PAR, RSC, 1/1/98/23/1907, Map of Murder, 1907. 
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Image 15: ‘A Diabolical Conspiracy,’ The Natal Advertiser, Wednesday, July 13, 1892. 
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Image 16: Natal Indian Teachers Union c. 1903 19 
 
 
 
 
 

Standing: L to R: Messrs Ranghan, Naby, Ajoodha Jeeawon, J. L. Roberts, … ?, Timothy Choonoo 
 
Sitting: L to R: V. D. Naidoo, J. S. Done, A. Royappen, S. Godfrey, S. Shadrach, Anthony Simon. 
 
Sitting/Ground: L to R: H. Dass, Somers………………? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
19 See Henning, The Indenture Indian, 162. (P. N. Done Collection) 
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Image 17: Greyville Indian Cycling Club, Mercury, 5 
March 1902. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image 18: Bluebells Football Club, Mercury, 1 
April 1902. 
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Image 19:  Paul (seated in the middle) and Sandialu’s Christy Minstrel Band, 1903.20 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
20 Uma Shashikant Dhupelia. From cane fields to freedom: a chronicle of Indian South African life. Cape Town: Kwela Books, 2000, Image 141. 

(Local History Museum) 
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B i b l i o g r a p h y  

The subject of this study, Indian Interpreters, was a result of a preliminary search of the Pietermaritzburg 
Archives Repository. The search was conducted via the National Archives of South Africa (NASA) databases, 
which can be found at http://www.national.archives.gov.za. The first search on the National Automated 
Archival Information Retrieval System (NAAIRS) which included the key words “indentured” and “Indian,” 
reflected a great number of sources that referred to Interpreters. A second refined search of just “Indian 
Interpreter” was located in several documents. A search of the Durban Archives Repository found no results. 
Of the documents found, many were applications to be interpreters, but there were also a significant number 
of more varied records that pertained to Paul, Vinden, Stephen, Peters and Ward. Because of the limitations 
of time and length placed on this study, there are many other interpreters that are excluded. At the 
Pietermaritzburg Archives themselves, a search was conducted using the names of individual interpreters, but 
owing to the amount of records (sorted and unsorted) at the archives there is still a vast amount that needs to 
be examined.  
 
 
Official Unpublished Primary Sources:  Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository 
 
 
Attorney General's Office (1845 - 1928) – AGO  
 
I/1/322, Rex versus Vellappa Gounden, 1907. 
 
I/1/322/276/1907, With reference to translation of an Indian letter, attached. 1907. 
 
I/1/322/373/1907, An Indentured Indian Ramthumiah charged with murder, 1907. 
 
I/1/322/389/1907, An Indian Vellappa Gounden charged with inciting to murder, 1907. 
 
I/8/122/155A/1908, D Vinden, Indian Interpreter, City Court: Charges his assistant, Peters with assault, 

1908. 
 
I/8/129/220A/1909, KD Naidoo, charged with theft of pass complains about Peters, Indian Interpreter, 

1909. 
 
I/8/41/139A/1892, Description the case of C. Stephen versus HL Paul: subpoena to Attorney-General to 

produce deposition of Paul, 1892. 
 
I/8/70/70A/1900, Herbert Janion regarding the case Vinden versus Jones, 1900. 
 
 
Chief Native Commissioner (1893 - 1952) – CNC  
 
167/1914/591, Firearms: Application by Manasseh Thomas (Indian) for a "Loan Permit" for six months. 2) 

Appln to hold a shot-gun, 1914.  
 
21/CNC 966/1911, Chief Magistrate, City Division: Manasseh Thomas applies for permission to possess a 

firearm, 1911. 
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Colonial Secretary's Office (1842 - 1919) – CSO  
 
1016/1885/1867, Indian Interpreter, Ladysmith, was severely reprimanded by Mr. Justice Wragg on the 

dismissal of the charge against him, 1885.  
 
1166/1887/5255, All the Indians in Durban, prefer certain complaints against an Indian Interpreter named 

Suban, and one John in the protectors office, 1887.    
 
1177/1888/141, Soobadoo, free Indian, states that the Indian Interpreter to the court of the Resident 

Magistrate City Division is unable to speak the Telegu dialect of the Indian language, 1888.  
 
1177/1888/79, Complaint against the Indian Interpreter to the Court of the Resident Magistrate City 

Division, 1888. 
 
1187/1888/171, Frank Ward offers his services as Indian Interpreter to Resident Magistrate's Court, Durban, 

1888.  
 
1187/1888/2083, Anthony Peters applies for the situation of Clerk And Indian Interpreter at the Resident 

Magistrate's Office, Durban, 1888. 
 
1220/1888/4352, Messers. Baker and Laughton complaints against Mr. Ruffe, Indian Interpreter of the 

Supreme Court, 1889. 
 
1273/1890/5763, S Chimiken and Co and Others, Indian Merchants. Complaint of incapacity of the Indian 

Interpreter in the Magistrates Court, Newcastle, 1890. 
 
1298/1891/2972, M Sinappen and Company. Complaint of the incompetency of HL Paul, the Indian 

Interpreter, Durban Division, 1891. 
 
1333/1892/2354, Honourable Colonial Secretary. Complaints re stoppage of work in Resident Magistrate’s 

Court owing to want of another Indian Interpreter, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/3232, Lutchmee Ammall. Complaint against Henry Lewis Paul, Clerk and Indian Interpreter, 

Resident Magistrate’s Court, Durban, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/3674, Residing Magistrate, Umlazi reports the arrest of his Indian Clerk and Interpreter Stephen 

for conspiracy, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/3942, Description Dillon And Labistour. C Stephen Versus Paul. Action for $500 malicious 

charge of conspiracy asks for certain official documents, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/4230, Description Dillon and Labistour. Further protest against the constitution of the Court of 

enquiry into the conduct of C. Stephen, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/C46, Armoogam. Complains of the conduct of Henry Lewis Paul, Clerk and Indian Interpreter, 

Resident Magistrate's Court, Durban, 1892. 
 
1340/1892/C51, Veda Manickum. Complaint against Henry Lewis Paul, Clerk and Indian Interpreter, 

Resident Magistrate's Court, Durban, 1892.     
 
1340/1892/C52, Description Frank Ward. Forwards an affidavit stating that he has no animosity against 

Henry Lewis Paul, 1892. 
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1340/1892/C53, Petition of “John” against the conduct Of “Paul” Indian Clerk and Interpreter Residing 
Magistrate Court- Durban, 1892. 

 
1340/1892/C64, Minute of Residing Magistrate Durban to ask action threatened by Stephen Against H. L. 

Paul, 1892. 
 
1406/1894/4460, Resident Magistrate Impendhle. Complains of the inconvenience arising from the want of 

an Indian Interpreter at his Court, 1894. 
 
1409/1894/5058, D Davadoss. Complaining of the conduct of C Stephen Clerk and Indian Interpreter 

Umlazi Division, 1894. 
 
1431/1895/2405, Description petition of Indians resident in Johannesburg, regarding an amount of $450 said 

to be due to them from Ms Reddy, Indian Interpreter, Newcastle, 1895. 
 
1440/1895/4465, Auditor General forwards monthly advices of appointments for July and August with 

reference to appointment of WAH Peters as acting Clerk and Indian Interpreter at Inanda, 1895. 
 
1451/1891/2453, Frank Ward. Encloses Memorial signed by over 3,000 Indians male adults in Natal, praying 

for the repeal of "Indian Liquor Law" passes on 31st July 1890, for submission to His Excellency The 
Governor, 1891. 

 
1451/1891/4309, Frank Ward, Chairman Indian Liquor Law Committee. Enquires re Memorial for repeal of 

Indian Liquor Law, 1891. 
 
1549/1894/295, Resident Magistrate, Klip River: - Applies for authority for Mr. D. Vinden to draw the 

increment provided for the office of “Clerk and Indian Interpreter, 1894.  
 
1549/1896/2188, Magistrate, Klip River: - Forwards an application by D. Vinden for an increase of salary, 

1896. 
 
1549/1897/7757, D Vinden, Indian Interpreter, Ladysmith: - Requests an interview with the Colonial 

Secretary for consideration of his grievances, 1897. 
 
1549/1898/1240, Principal Under Secretary asks why Mr. Vinden has not drawn an Increment of £10 per 

annum, authorized from 1st July 1897, 1898. 
 
1549/1898/895, Description Magistrate, Klip River: - Petition of Mr. David Vinden, Clerk and Indian 

Interpreter to His Excellency the Governor, 1898. 
 
1581/1898/7161, Mr. Vinden - Re passage of his wife to Natal from Colombo, 1898. 
 
1581/7141/1898, Secretary of State. Civil Service of India. Open Competition of 1899. 
 
1643/1900/2118, MK Gandhi forwards petition from a Ruffe applying to be reinstated as Hindustani 

interpreter in the Supreme Court, 1900. 
 
1644/1900/2379, A. K. Seepye. With reference to his dismissal from the appointment of Indian Interpreter 

to the Magistrate, Impendhle, 1900. 
 
1668/1901/1005, Description Attorney General. Petition from Indian merchants regarding the conduct of 

Mr. JB Stephens, Indian Interpreter, Inanda Division, 1901. 
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1672/1901/2377, Anonymous letter brings charges against the Indian Interpreter Paul, 1901. 
 
1682/1901/7131, DJ Manickum Durban. Complains of the conduct of H. Paul Interpreter to the Magistrates 

Court at Durban, 1901. 
 
1761/1904/4200, J Thomas, Pietermaritzburg. Applies for employment in the Magistrate's Court under Mr. 

Ince, on behalf of his son M. J. Thomas, 1904. 
 
1799/1905/8339, CN Mudeliar, Ladysmith. Case of alleged assault by Indian Sirdar in the employ of the 

Ladysmith Corporation. Complains that Indian Interpreter in Magistrate's Office (D Vinden) refused to 
take his deposition, 1905. 

 
1826/1907/220, C Gabriel, Durban. Re HL Paul Indian Interpreter, Durban Magistracy, taking part in an 

Indian political meeting, 1907. 
 
1870/1909/1928, JGH Randles, Pietermaritzburg. Forwards petition on behalf of Manasseh John Thomas to 

be reheard from the operation of the Firearms And Ammunition Act No 22, 1906, and Act No 38, 1896 
and Act No 8, 1896, 1909. 

 
1881/1909/6728, KD Naidoo, Pietermaritzburg. Makes a complaint against AH Peters, Indian Interpreter in 

the City Court, 1909.  
 
2554/C42/1880, The Resident Magistrate, Alexandra, reports that Mr. Ward, the Clerk and Indian 

Interpreter, took a pass away from an Indian trader, 1890. 
 
2569/C10/1892, The Resident Magistrate, Durban, states that Mr. Frank Ward was the instigator of the 

statement of Indian grievances recently forwarded to His Excellency By The Secretary Of State, 1892. 
 
2591/C1/1901, The Attorney-General reports the misdeeds of AH Peters, an Indian Interpreter in the 

Assistant Magistrate’s Court, 1900. 
 
2593/C277/1901, Principle Under Secretary. Confidential Circular No. 80. re Indian Interpreters attached to 

Magistrates Courts, 1901. 
 
2593/C54/1902, F Segemony, Durban, brings to the notice of the government a case of assault by HL Paul, 

Indian Interpreter at Durban Court, on his son Lazarus, 1902. 
 
2598/C93/1906, Accusations made against Mr. Ince, Interpreter, City Court, 1906. 
 
2600/C2/1908, Registrar, Supreme Court, Pietermaritzburg, 3.1.1908. Translation of two letters from 

Attorney General. Complaints against Indian Interpreter at Verulam (Stephens) by Abdool Khader Saib 
and Narayanasamy and others, 1908. 

 
2600/C4/1908, R. M. Jack Verulam. With reference to the Court at Verulam. Allegations against Mr. 

Stephens the Interpreter, 1908. 
 
2600/C46/1908, Description E Naiker and others forwards a petition regarding Mr. AH Peters, Indian 

Interpreter, City Court, 1908. 
 
2600/C46A/1908, R. Maharaj, City, 14.8.08. Complaint against the conduct of Mr. Peters, City Court, 1908. 
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2602/C1/1910, Description F H Birdsey, Pietermaritzburg, writes regarding David Vinden, Indian 
Interpreter at Ladysmith, assaulting an Indian named Mannasseh Thomas, 1909. 

 
2602/C15/1910, Burns who failed to obtain 2nd Class Certificate for Tamil, 1910. 
 
2602/C21/1909, Moonsamy, Sydenham, Springfield, 22nd February, 1909. Complains of the behaviour of the 

Indian Interpreter at the Umlazi Court, 1909. 
 
2602/C24/ 1909, This was a statement by J. S Joshua stating that he knew a certain Mr Hafejee who had 

applied for a trading license to trade in Richmond, 1909. 
 
2602/C47/1910, From the Secretary For The Interior, 27th September, 1910. Reports that Indian Interpreter 

to the Border Immigration Officer at Charlestown is suspected of being a party to recent forgeries of 
Transvaal Registration Certificates, 1910. 

 
2602/C49/1909, Alleged ill-treatment of Indian Immigrant in Natal: Cuttings from the newspaper the 

“Indian Patriot,” 1909.  
 
2602/C78/1909, Alleged irregularities by Indian Interpreter at New Hanover, 1909. 
 
2602/C91/1909, Complaints against Moodley, Indian Interpreter, Umlazi Court, 1909. 
 
2602/C91A/1909, Magistrate, Umlazi Division, Durban. 14th October, 1909. Re receiving instalments under 

Section I of Act. 39 of 1909, 1909. 
 
2602/C91D/1909, Magistrate Umlazi. Indian Interpreter, Moodaly, Complains of the action of Segt. Watson, 

1909. 
 
26O2/C19/1910, Letter from a Hindu Priest, Swami Shankeranand, to the Protector of Indian Immigrants, 

in which he highlights the grievances of the Indians in the Colony, 1910. 
 
763/1880/2833, Resident Magistrate, Durban. Report H. Forbes Jackson, lately appointed Indian Interpreter 

has been imprisoned by him for drunkenness, 1880. 
 
765/1880/3001, Resident Magistrate, Alexandra. Letter from Mr. Jackson with reference to his appointment 

as Clerk and Indian Interpreter being concerned, 1880. 
 
765/1880/3052, Margaret Ward. Relative to her husband’s dismissal from his appointment as Clerk and 

Indian Interpreter to the Resident Magistrate, Alexandra. 1880. 
 
898/1883/950, Resident Magistrate, Ladysmith. Complaint by the Indian Constable and Interpreter to his 

Court against Mr. JT Edwards the European Constable, 1883. 
 
916/1883/2745, HF Jackson. Asks that a copy of his certificate as an Indian Interpreter may be forwarded to 

him, the original being filed in his office, 1883. 
 
 
Indian Immigration Department (1858 - 1924) – II  
 
1/153/I1863/1907, The Protector of Indian Immigrants:- Complaints by Mr. AH Peters, 1907. 
 
1/61/I638/1891, F Ward. Memorial praying for repeal of “Indian Liquor Law,” 1891. 
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1/95/I1967/1899, Description Emigration Agent for Natal Calcutta: Excerpt from the "Statesman" Re arrest 
of David Vinden, 1899. 

 
 
Immigration Restriction Department (1897 - 1912) – IRD  
 
46IRD/1252/1905, Mr. HJG Ince, Pietermaritzburg: Application of Dhoby-Veerasamy for permission to the 

entry into Natal of his sister, 1905. 
 
63IRD/781/1907, GM Peters, Durban: Applies for the situation of Indian Interpreter attached to the 

Charlestown Station, 1907. 
 
 
Magistrate and Commissioner, Ladysmith (1850 - 1976) – 1/LDS   
 
3/3/11/L192/1895, Minute Paper forwarding temporary pass issued by Vinden and deposition of recipient 

Hurree 13262, 1895. 
 
3/3/11/L198/1895, Temporary pass issued by Vinden, Interpreter, Ladysmith Magistrates Court and 

deposition of recipient, 1895. 
 
3/3/11/L29C/1893, Description B Ramasamy wishes return of loan made to David Vinden, 1893. 
 
3/3/18/L1389/1906, District Superintendent, Natal Railways: Delay to No. 55 train on 19 October at 

Ladysmith caused by the Indian Vinden, 1906. 
 
3/3/5/H186/1881, Description account by Corporal Sweeney for services as Tamil Interpreter in Regina 

versus Govinden, 1881. 
 
 
Minister of Justice and Public Works (1861 - 1910) – MJPW  
 
127/MJ1050/1903, AM Pillay And KD Naidoo, Durban, charge Mr. HJG Ince, Indian Interpreter at 

Pietermaritzburg, with extortion, 1903. 
 
 
Master of the Supreme Court Estates (1840 - 1971) – MSCE  
 
0/15/33, Ince, Henry, 1902. 
 
0/8498/1923, Ince, Henry James Gilbert. (S/S Lydia Jane) (Born Krishnan), 1923. 
 
4618/1919, Vinden, David. (SSP Vinden, Regina), 1919-1923. 
 
 
 
Natal Treasury (1846 - 1912) – NT  
 
54/T230/1900, Attorney General. Regarding the case of Trooper RG Jones and D Vinden treatment to 

which Vinden was subjected, 1899-1900. 
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54/T231A/1900, Inspector Mardall asks that the Law Department be consulted with reference to the appeal 
of an Indian, Vinden, who has brought an action against Trooper Jones for ‘illegal arrest,” at Escourt 
Railway Station, 1899-1900. 

 
54/T232A/1900, HJ Janion, Escourt. With reference to payment of the judgment debt and costs in the 

matter of D Vinden vs. R. Jones. 1899-1900. 
 
 
Postmaster General (1855 - 1901) – PMG  
 
26/GP0161/1891, D Vinden, Indian Postmaster and Interpreter, Ladysmith committed for trial on a charge 

of obtaining money under false pretences, 1891. 
 
 
Registrar, Supreme Court, Pietermaritzburg (1846 - 1966) – RSC  
 
1/1/95/19/1907, Description Supreme Court criminal cases. Rex versus Vellappa Gounden. Charged with 

inciting to commit the crime of murder, 1907. 
 
1/1/98/23/1907, Description Supreme Court criminal cases. Rex versus Ramthumiah and Vellappa 

Gounden. Charged with murder, 1907. 
 
1/5/116/1/1885, Illiquid case. Divorce. Albert Timothy vs. Elizabeth Timothy and David Vinden, 1885- 

1886. 
 
1/5/121,57/1886, Description Illiquid Case. Alexander Poonoosamy Pillay versus Henry Lewis Paul, 1886. 
 
 
 
 
Extracts from the fol lowing Newspapers as found in archival sources. 
 
 
Indian Patriot 
 
The Daily Advertiser 
 
The Natal Mercury 
 
The Statesmen 
 
The Sunday Times 
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