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By DR. N. P. DESAI 

, FOR information about the early history of 
the South African Hindu Maha Sabha we 

have to rely on uncertain records and memories 
of many old people connected with this in
stitution when it was established. The early 
Indian settlers in South Africa were mostly 
Hindus. 

They soon began to adopt the customs and 
festivals of other religions and to forget their 
own. These pioneers were illiterate. They 
did not have any acquaintance with their own 
culture nor were they sufficiently and firmly 
rooted in their Hindu faith. Missionaries of 
other faiths found in them fertile soil for 
evangelistic work. Indians born here became 
imitators of the culture and civilization of the 
West. 

A few Hindu leaders were perturbed at this 
state of affairs. Mr. M. C. Yarman of the 
Punjab, a man of great patriotism and relig
ious zeal, could not tolerate this state of affairs. 
Through Mahatma Hansraj he prevailed upon 
Professor Bhai Parmanand to visit South 
Africa to preach the lofty teachings of Hindu 
religion and culture. 

The Hindu community as a whole accorded 
the professor a cordial welcome when he ar
rived in August, 1905. He lectured for three 
months at the chief centres of South Africa 
and caused a spiritual awakening in the Hindu 
community. He established the Hindu Young 
Men's Association in Pietermaritzburg, the 
Hindu Sudhar Sabha and other institutions in 
Durban and other places and made the Hindus 
aware of themselves. His lectures on Hindu 
Philosophy and Culture had a great impact 
on both Indians and Europeans. His tour 
proved to be a great success. 

The Hindus derived much benefit from his 
presence. After a short stay of three months 
he sailed for England leaving behind him an 
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impressive record of work. Some of the in
stitutions established by him are still in ex
istence and are doing valuable work. 

Three years later, Mr. M. C. Yarman in
vited Swami Shankaranandji to visit this coun
try in 1909. The Swami's profound scholar
ship, commanding personality, eloquence and 
over-powering spirit hypnotised the Indian 
public and made a profound impression on 
Europeans too. He organised Veda Dharma 
Sabhas, revived Hindu festivals, resuscitated 
ancient traditions, Yagna and Sanskars (re
ligious ceremonies) and established schools for 
the teaching of Hindi. He remained here for 
three years, went to India, returned in 1912 
and sailed back to India in 1913. His efforts 
and inexhaustible energy resulted in the con
vening of the First South African Hindu Con
ference in May 1912, in Durban. He pre
sided at the Conference. Three hundred de
legates from all parts of South Africa, repre
senting forty-four Hindu institutions, attended. 

On Good Friday in 1912, a few weeks prior 
to the Conference, Swami Shankaranandji 
convened in Pietermaritzburg a meeting of 
prominent Hindus of the province of Natal. 
This meeting was held at the Vedic Ashram, 
which was opposite the residence of Mr. 
Charlie Nulliah in Greytown Road. The ques
tion of establishing a Natal Hindu Maha Sabha 
was mooted at this meeting. Mr. S. R. 
Pather, a budding young lawyer of Durban 
who had previously met Swamiji in London, 
suggested the formation of a South African 
Hindu Maha Sabha instead. Swamiji heartily 
accepted this suggestion of forming a broad
based organisation of Hindus and a committee 
was constituted to organise and convene the first 
conference of the Hindus of South Africa to be 
held in Durban on 31st May, 1912. Mr. R. B. 
Chetty was elected chairman of the reception 



committee, Mr. S. R. Pather, Mr. T. M. 
Naicker, Mr. R. Kanhaye and Mr. M. B. Naik 
joint secretaries, and Mr. T. V. Pather and Mr. 
M. H. Desai as joint treasurers. Other people 
who were interested in this upsurge of interest 
in the Hindu religion and who assisted whole
heartedly, were Messrs. G. B. Chetty, C. V. 
Pillay, S. K. Pather, D. P. Desai, P. S. Aiyer, 
Suchit Maharaj, S. L. Singh, Padam Singh, 
A. M. Padayachee, Satya Deva, Prabhoo 
Dayal, S. R. Naidoo, R. G. Bhalla, Mehar
chand, V. R. R. Moodley, Charlie Nulliah, 
B. A. Maghrajh, Lutchman Panday, R. N. 
Moodley, M. C. Yarman, Thakersi J. Sang
havee, T. C. Moodley (Jack), R. K. Naidoo, 
V. S. C. Pather, R. Bhagwan, D. S. Chetty, 
M. Soohoo Naidoo and K. R. Naidoo. All 
these found in Swamiji a true leader. They 
were ready to take advice from him and to 
carry out his orders. Swamiji was a friend, a 
philosopher and a guide to the entire Hindu 
community of South Africa. The community 
was thirsting for guidance and Swamiji proved 
himself to be a hero providing a virile leader
ship. For half a century the Hindu community 
had been sailing in a rudderless ship. 
Swamiji's appearance on the South African 
scene provided a rudder. The Hindus rose to 
the occasion and Swamiji did not fail them. 

Delegates from Cape Town, Port Elizabeth, 
East London, Kimberley, Johannesburg, Pre
toria and from all over Natal arrived in Dur
ban. At the request of the Conference Com
mittee, the immigration authorities permitted 
all the delegates to enter Natal without any 
restrictions. A volunteer Corps was formed 
under the direction of Mr. R. Bhagwan. His 
able lieutenants were Mr. M. Soohoo Naidoo, 
Mr. D. S. Chetty, Mr. Jack Moodley (T. C. 
Moodley) and Mr. K. R. Naidoo. An im
pressive parade of school children was or
ganised by Mr. V. R.R. Moodley. This huge 
assembly of children was visited by members 
of the local institutions and representatives 
from the Transvaal and the Cape Colony. It 
was a very impressive scene. Children march
ing with gusto and with banners of their 
schools fascinated the spectators. Hindu 
women took great interest in the proceedings 
as well as in the activities connected with the 
conference. They mustered in full force un
der the guidance and leadership of Mrs. V. 
R. R. Moodley. As this was their first or
ganised conference ever to be held in South 
Africa, the Hindus displayed an unprecedented 
all-round enthusiasm. 
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This Conference dealt with many problems 
concerning the upliftment of Hinduism. It 
focussed attention particularly on . . 

(a) the establishment of a South African 
Hindu Maha Sabha; . 

(b) the promotion of religious education in 
schools and societies; 

(c) the popularisation of the observance of 
Hindu festivals; 

(d) the participation of women in social and 
religious activities; 

(e) the establishment of institutions to cater 
for the religious needs of the community. 

Suitable resolutions were adopted on these 
subjects. The Government of the day was 
very sympathetic and encouraged the work 
done by Swamiji. Shankaranandji himself 
was popular with the ministers and he was 
given the honour of taking a seat in the dis
tinguished visitors' gallery in the House of 
Parliament at Cape Town. He was very 
friendly with General Botha. 

Swamiji's work did not cease with the ter
mination of the conference. Touring and lec
turing were his main occupation. He de
spised the timidity of the Hindus. Fearlessness 
and Swami Shankaranandji were synonymous 
terms in those days. He introduced and 
popularised Rath (chariot) processons. These 
assumed great importance because they stirred 
religious consciousness and stimulated in the 
youth a desire to know more about their re
ligion. The observance of various religious 
festivals became popular and people took to 
heart the Deepavali Festival particularly. The 
Education Department gave a two days' holi
day to the school children. At one time sports 
were organised by the Indian schools on the 
occasion of Deepavali. 

The Second Conference of the South Afri
can Hindu Maha Sabha was convened in May 
1913 at the same venue as the first under the 
presidentship of Mr. Kasani Ramasamy 
Naidoo. This Conference was also attended 
by about 300 delegates f'\9m. various parts of 
South Africa. The proclfdings evoked en
thusiasm but the absence of Swamiji was 
clearly discernible. The lion had already left 
the shores of South Africa, leaving the Hindu 
leaders to manage their own affairs. 

Soon afterwards the Maha Sabha became in
active and lapsed into a state of somnolence 
for a period of well-nigh twenty years. The 

officials made several attempts to arouse in
terest but there was no response. 

In the year 1933, or so, leaders and repre
sentatives of the Hindu community gave ex
pression to a desire for the revival of the 
Maha Sabha. This intense desire took a con
crete shape at a conference of Arya Pratinidhi 
Sabha which was convened to celebrate the 
centenary of the birth of Swami Dayanand. 
A resolution was adopted at this conference 
calling upon the secretaries of the Maha Sabha 
to resuscitate the organisation. They took im
mediate steps and the Maha Sabha was re
organised in 1933. As a result of this there 
was greater activity. Mr. B. M. Natal was 
elected President and Mr. S. R. Pather and 
Mr. T. M. Naicker as joint secretaries. 

Mr. M. C. Yarman again came to the rescue 
of the Hindu community of South Africa. At 
his invitation Pandit J aimini arrived in this 
country in the year 1934 as the guest of the 
Maha Saba. During his short stay, Pandit 
Jaimini aroused considerable interest, par
ticularly among the young men, and awakened 
the spiritual consciousness of our people. He 
delivered seventy-eight lectures in Durban and 
in the surrounding districts. 

His Holiness Shri Swami Adhyanandji 
visited South Africa about the same time as 
the guest of the Transvaal Hindu Seva Samaj. 
He was a profoundly learned scholar, philoso
pher and a Sanyasi. He delivered many lec
tures and discourses at various places to the 
intellectuals, both Indian and European. The 
presence of two learned persons in South 
Africa brought the Maha Sabha to life again. 
Pandit Jaiminiji's stay in Durban was particu
larly invigorating. A decision to convene a 
third Conference of the Hindus was taken. 
The deliberations were properly planned and 
efficiently conducted. Mr. B. M. Patel was 
elected chairman of the reception committee. 
The Third Conference was opened by His 
Holiness Swami Adhyanandji in the Town 
Hall, Durban, on the 26th May, 1934. Pandit 
Mehta Jaimini, B.A., LLB., M.R.A.S., Ph.D., 
presided. Sessions were held at the Surat 
Hindu Association Hall in Victoria Street. 

A brilliant gathering packed the Town Hall 
to its utmost capacity. The Deputy Mayor, 
Councillor S. K. Elgie, welcomed the dele
gates. Over sixty institutions, representatives 
of all sections and from different provinces, 
were present. Women's associations were also 
represented for the first time. The Confer-
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ence Volunteers' Corps was organised by the 
Young Men's Vedic Society. 

Swamiji's inaugural address was inspiring 
and impressive. The lofty tone of his speech 
was an indication of the greatness of India 
and its rich philosophy. Among other things 
Swamiji said: "We have enough troubles in 
the world, in political, economic and social 
spheres-with the material philosophy of greed 
and hatred and the survival of the fittest and 
the organised. The votaries of the different 
faiths should not add to that trouble by the 
mad run for proselytising. . . This Conference 
which opens its sessions here today, should find 
out ways and means how Hindu teaching and 
ideas and philosophies can be best adapted to 
local needs and conditions. Its efforts should 
be creative and constructive and should not 
antagonise any section of the Indian or other 
communities .... We want men inspired by 
the spiritual idealism of service and sacrifice. 
If we can create a dozen men of this type, I 
am sure many great things may be achieved." 

The Hindus have not yet heeded to the 
problem of proselytisation which is sapping 
the vitals of the community. The advice that 
was tendered twenty-six years ago fell on deaf 
ears, it seems. 

As president of the Conference, Pandit Jai
mini delivered an address of great importance. 
He surveyed the past history of the Hindu 
Maha Sabha and exhorted the people to in
clude in their programme of future activities, 
projects such as the establishment of ashrams, 
industrial college, mother-tongue education, in
struction in Indian culture in Indian schools, 
women's education, benevolent homes, cele
bration of festivals, youth movements, study 
of religion and philosophy and publication of 
journals for the Hindu community. 

The new Constitution was adopted at the 
concluding session of the Conference on the 
28th May, 1934. The tail-end of the Con
ference was converted into the annual general 
meeting. 

After the Conference, the Hindus became 
2cware of the existence of the Maha Sabha. 
Council meetings were held at intervals to dis
cuss problems that agitated the minds of the 
leaders. But nothing of substance could be 
tackled for true leadership was not available. 
We were able to produce no leader of national 
standing or even of provincial calibre. Edu
cated youths were yearning for guidance but 



were disappointed. Nothing tangible emerged 
even after twenty-five years of existence of the 
national organisation of the Hindus. 

Mr. M. C. Yarman always played an im
portant role in his own way. This time he was 
instrumental in getting Pandit Rishi Ram to 
the shores of South Africa in 1938. Panditiji's 
arrival here in Durban was a great blessing. 
He stimulated the people to activity. He de
livered many public speeches and conducted 
Gita classes for smaller groups. His know
ledge of the Gita was profound and interested 
people enjoyed his elucidation of many chap
ters in simple household English. He was a 
great admirer of Mahatma Gandhi, .Rabindra
nath Tagore, Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan and 
Aurobindo Ghosh. He had read and assimi
lated the thoughts of all these so much that 
hardly a lecture or conversation passed with
out reference to the literature of these eminent 
men. 

Pandit Rishi Ram was a man of ideas. He 
had gained experience in England in the or
ganisation of cultural work. The Hindu Maha 
Sabha, in collaboration with Panditji, launched 
a scheme to create a trust for missionary work. 
The initiative was taken by the Sabha but 
owing to difference of ideas this scheme fell 
through. Panditji thereupon independently es
tablished a trust which he designated The 
Gandhi-Tagore Lectureship Trust. It is not 
possible within the scope of this article to deal 
fully with Pandit Rishi Ram's work. His 
visits in 1938, 1945 and 1952 had a tre
mendous effect on the Hindus of South Africa. 
His refined personality and simplicity of life 
endeared him to everyone. He has left a last
ing impression in South Africa. 

The South African Hindu Maha Sabha was 
gaining ground day by day. Young and edu
cated Hindus were drawing nearer to the 
"Parliament of the Hindus". Council meet
ings were held frequently and there is no doubt 
that the Maha Sabha was gathering momen
tum. The biennial general meeting was held 
in 1942 at the Surat Hall. Many important 
personalities who had hitherto abstained from 
Maha Sabha proceedings on the grounds that 
the Sabha was a communal organtsation at
tended this meeting. The meeting proved a 
great success. 

After the elections, council meetings were 
held fairly frequently. Important problems 
were. discussed and the Hindu communitv was 
acquainted with the difficulties they were ·faced 
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with. As is usual with our people, we were 
content with enumerating the disabilities and 
emphasising vociferously and frequently from 
platforms the dangers the community was ex
posed to. We considered this to be the height 
of our patriotic fervour. No thought was ever 
given to their solution. No machinery was 
set into motion to solve even a fraction of the 
problem. The lack of ability to influence 
masses resulted in failure to achieve anything 
of substance. Whatever little enthusiasm that 
was engendered culminated in the convening 
of a very successful Fourth Conference of the 
Maha Sabha in Pietermaritzburg on the 8th 
April, 1944. Far-reaching resolutions were 
discussed and passed. Hindus from all over 
South Africa attended this Conference. 

A few Council meetings were held after the 
Pietermaritzburg Conference to organise charit
able work but nothing materialised at that 
time. 

At a biennial general meeting held in 1945, 
Dr. N. P. Desai was elected Chairman of the 
Council. Other officials remained almost the 
same. Soon after this Pandit Rishi Ram ar
rived, and the Maha Sabha concentrated all 
its energies for six months in arranging his 
lectures throughout South Africa. 

Many notable events took place during this 
biennial period. At the request of Pandit 
Rishi Ram, 600 guineas was collected from 
Hindus and distributed equally to six Bantu 
institutions. A Goodwill Conference was held. 
Charity boxes were placed at various business 
establishments. The constitution of the 
Charity Institute was prepared and the Maha 
Sabha was registered as a welfare organisation. 
Seva Samities were formed in practically all 
the districts of Durban. Their function was to 
distribute charity on behalf of the Maha Sabha 
to the poor, conduct Sunday prayer services 
and organise volunteer corps for rendering 
service in the districts. The most important 
event was the purchasing of property for the 
Maha Sabha in Lorne Street. Deepavali 
stamps were introduced and the official Journal 
of the Maha Sabha, The Hindu, saw the light 
of day. The first issue las cyclostyled but 
succeeding issues were printed and published 
every two months. Two thousand copies were 
dispatched free of charge throughout South 
Africa and the Rhodesias. By this time the 
volume of work increased so much that the 
Sabha had to engage a full-time clerk to run 
the office. The text .of the Common Hindu 

Prayer was prepared with the approval of all 
the six major Hindu organisations in Durban. 
The Hindu Assembly prayer in English for 
Indian schools was introduced. 

Mr. S. L. Singh was elected Chairman of 
the Council in 194 7. His term of office was 
also very fruitful. All the projects that took 
shape in 1945 and thereafter were continued 
with the same zeal. In fact, it was one con
tinuous fruitful period of four years. It was 
a period of ceaseless activity. The "Diary 
of the Maha Sabha", published elsewhere in 
this volume, details the work done. 

An evaluation of The Hindu Maha Sabha's 
work is difficult. If the Maha Sabha did not 
grapple with big problems directly it did at 
least influence other Hindu organisations to 
do something about them. There are many 
larg~ and influential Hindu Societies that have 
derived guidance and inspiration from the 
Maha Sabha. The achievements of these or
ganisations have, to a certain extent, remotely 
if not directly, been inspired by the Maha 
Sabha. 

Mr. S. R. Pather, who was the pioneer in 
the work of the Maha Sabha and at whose re
quest this broad-based organisation came into 

1. To organise and co-ordinate all Hindus 
irrespective of their creed, dogma or 
faith. 

2. To foster friendliness and brotherhood 
among all the sections of the Hindus and 
to promote the religious, social, spiritual, 
cultural, moral, educational and economic 
advancement of the Hindu community 
in the Union of South Africa. 

3. To encourage the study of philosophy, 
literature, arts, science, culture a n d 
civilisation of India (Bharat) in general 
and to disseminate the teachings of Hindu 
Religion in particular. 

4. To establish and maintain schools, lib
raries, reading rooms, art galleries, ash
rams, hostels, temples, halls, gymnasiums, 

being, had borne the greater part of the burden 
from 1912 to 1945. His was unflagging in
terest in Hinduism and the upliftment of 
Hindus. 

As the Maha Sabha's work was always a 
thankless job, it needed a tenacious person to 
carry on. Mr. T. M. Nacker was Mr. Pather's 
able lieutenant. He shared the burden with 
Mr. S. R. Pather all these years. They formed 
an inseparable pair as far as the Maha Sabha 
was concerned. 

Credit must be given to the endeavours of 
the Maha Sabha in doing slow but steady work 
all these years. The Maha Sabha has achieved 
a commendable success during the last five 
decades in spite of its activities being spas
modic. If the Maha Sabha functioned inertly 
for long periods the fault lay with the entire 
community and not with any individuals. 

This outline of the origins and growth of 
the Maha Sabha is concluded with the hope 
that its future activities will be carried on with 
redoubled energy. For, on it depends the 
future of Hindu community. It must be 
realised that this is the only organisation that 
can speak on behalf of all the Hindus of 
South Africa. 

dispensaries, hospitals and other educa
tional, cultural and social institutions in
cluding schools to teach Sanskrit and 
Indian languages. 
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5. To found scholarships and provide bur
saries for the scholastic advancement of 
Hindus. 

6. To print, publish and distribute books, 
magazmes, p a m p h l e t s , periodicals, 
bulletins or any other literature to further 
the objects of the Maha Sabha. 

7. To invite preachers and learned men and 
employ teachers and priests from local 
sources or from any other country for the 
furtherance of the objects of the Maha 
Sabha. 



First Conference: Convention of Hindus 
held on 31st May, 1912, at the theatre in 
Victoria Street, Durban, known as the Vic
toria Picture Palace and the South African 
Hindu Maha Sabha formed. His Holiness 
Swami Shankaranandji presided. Proceedings 
lasted for two days. Three hundred delegates 
from all parts of South Africa attended. 

Second Conference: Held in May 1913 at 
the same venue as above. Mr. Kasani Rama
samy Naidoo presided. Three hundred dele
gates from various parts of South Africa at
tended. 

Provincial Convention : Held at Pieter
maritzburg in 1917. Mr. R. G. Bhalla pre
sided. Venue: H.Y.M.A. Hall. Members of 
Hindu Young Men's Association and Veda 
Dharma Sabha took leading part and made 
Convention a success. 

Third Conference : Held at Durban on 
26th, 27th and 28th May, 1934. Opened in 
the Town Hall, Durban, by His Holiness Shri 
Swami Adhyanandji. Pandit Mehta Jaimini 
presided. Sessions continued at the Surat 
Hindu Association Hall, Victoria Street. Re
vised Constitution adopted. Elections took 
place on 28th May, 1934. 

Fourth Conference: Held at Pietermaritz
burg on Sith, 9th and 10th April, 1944, in 
the City Hall. Conference opened by Presi
dent, Mr. R. B. Chetty. Sessions continued 
at the H.Y.M.A. Hall and Veda Dharma Sabha 
Hall. Mr. S. R. Naidoo, Chairman of the 
Reception Committee. A very important Con
ference. Many resolutions accepted-among 
them those dealing with recognition of Hindu 
marriages, conversion, religious education in 
schools. Shankaranand Memorial Hall, and 
Hindu college. Delegates from all over South 
Africa attended. 

Goodwill Conference : Held in Durban at 
the Surat Hindu Association Hall, Victoria 
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Street, on 4th August, 1946. Delegates from 
all over South Africa attended Conference. 
Papers on Swami Shankaranand Memorial Hall, 
read by Mr. S. R. Pather; on Hindu Mis
sionary Work by Mr. T. M. Naicker; on Con
version and Charity by Dr. N. P. Desai; on 
Hindu College by Mr. S. R. Naidoo and Mr. 
R. B. Maharaj, both of Pietermaritzburg; on 
Hoisting of Hindu Flag and Taking of Hindu 
Pledge annually by Mr. S. L. Singh; and on 
Formation of provincial bodies by Mr. S. L. 
Singh. 

Fifth Conference : Held in Durban on 9th 
October, 1953. Inaugurated at A. I. Kajee 
Hall, Leopold Street, by Mr. S. R. Naidoo, 
Pietermarit2:burg. Advocate S. R. Pather pre
sided. Sessions held at the Hindu Tamil In
stitute Hall, corner Cross and Carlisle Streets. 
Important papers read : On social service by 
Mr. P. R. Pather; on fostering of cordiality be
tween various linguistic groups by Dr. N. P. 
Desai; on advancement of women by Mrs. 
Urmila J. Patel and Mr. S. L. Singh; on re
ligious instruction in primary schools by Mr. 
Sunbhuder Panday; on youth movement by 
Mr. T. M. Naicker; on Sunday prayer meet
ings by Mr. M. B. Naidoo; on co-ordination 
of Hindu organisation by Mr. J. B. Patel. 
Farewell banquet held in the St. John Hall, 
Epsom Road, on 11th October, 1953, at 7.30 
p.m. 

Special Conference : Held in Durban at the 
Mahatma Gandhi Hall, 52 Lome Street, on 
3rd July, 1955. Mr. Go~n Mani, president, 
presided. Mr. P.R. Path~, Chairman of Re
ception Committee. Important paper on 
"Religious Instruction in Indian Schools", 
read by Mr. Sookraj Chotai. A very success
ful Conference. Indi'an teachers attended in 
large numbers. Ground prepared for intro
duction of Hindu Religious Education into 
Government Aided Indian Schools. 

Ce•le•••~ fli•J• Ca•/ere•Ee 
1960 

THEME: PRESERVATION OF HINDU CULTURE IN A 
WESTERN SETTING IN SOUTH AFRICA. 

FRIDAY, 18th NOVEMBER, 1960 - CITY HALL, DURBAN 

8.0 to 10.0 p.m. - Opening of Conference by His Honour the Administrator of Natal, 
Mr. A. E. Trollip. 
Presidential Address by Mr. P. R. Pather. 

SATURDAY, 19th NOVEMBER, 1960 
NATAL TAMIL VEDIC HALL, CARLISLE STREET, DURBAN 

SESSION 1 : 2.30 - 4.0 p.m. 

SESSION 2 : 4.30 - 6.0 p.m. 

SESSION 3 : 7.30 - 9.30 p.m. 

Subject: The Religious and Spiritual Training of Youths. 
Paper : Read by Swami Nischalananda. 
Resolution: Moved by Dr. B. Rambiritch. 

Subject: Propagation of Hinduism and Hindu Solidarity. 
Paper: Read by Dr. N. P. Desai. 
Resolution: Moved by Mr. P. B. Singh. 

(a) Subject : Religious Services and Ceremonies. 
Paper: Read by Mr. H. N. Naran. 
Resolution: Moved by Pt. Nardev Vedalankar. 
(b) Subject: Significance and Observance of Hindu Festi

vals. 
Paper: Read by Dr. S. B. Ramessar. 
Resolution: Moved by Mr. T. M. Naicker. 

SUNDAY, 20th NOVEMBER, 1960 
NATAL TAMIL VEDIC HALL, CARLISLE STREET, DURBAN 

SESSION 4 : 9.0 - 10.30 a.m. 

SESSION 5 : 11.0 - 12.30 p.m. 

SESSION 6: 2.30 - 4.0 p.m. 

SESSION 7 : 4.30 - 6.0 p.m. 

6.0 - 6.30 p.m. 

Subject: Mother-Tongue Education. 
Paper: Read by Pt. S. N. C. Varadacharyulu. 
Resolution : Moved by Mr. Bal Ganesh. 

Subject : Hindu Religious Instruction in Indian Schools. 
Paper : Read by Mr. Sookraj Chotai. 
Resolution: Moved by Mr. P. Devan. 

Subject : Proselytism - Preventive Measures. 
Paper : Read by Mr. B. D. Lalla. 
Resolution: Moved by Mr. R. S. Pather. 

Subject : The Ideal of Service. 
Paper : Read by Mr. M. Perumal. 
Resolution: Moved by Mr. K. Lalloo. 

Subject: The Establishment of a Hindu Foundation. 
Resolution: Mover-Mr. R. S. Nowbath. 

Seconder-Mr. H. H. Dhupelia. 
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First South African Hindu Conference held in Durban on 31st May, 1912 
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<lllal.a $abl.a t(/)iar~ o/ £i,_;enls 
1912-1960 

1912: First Conference of Hindus convened. 
South African Hindu Maha Sabha estab
lished on 31st May, 1912. 

1913: Second Hindu Conference convened in 
May 1913. 

1917: Natal Hindu Convention held at Pieter· 
maritzburg. 

1933: Maha Sabha reorganised. 
1934: Third Hindu Conference held in Town 

Hall, Durban, in May, 1934. 
Constitution revised. Election of offi· 
cials and council members. 

1942: Maha Sabha accords welcome to Dr. 
Kelkar and Dr. Soman. Visitors urge 
revitalisation of the Sabha. 
Constitution revised. 
Biennial General Meeting held. 

1943: Negotiations with the Protector of In• 
dian Immigrants for recognition of Hin
du Marriage Officers. 
Devasthanum Committee formed. 

1944: Bronze badges bearing "AUM" insignia, 
specially prepared for the Maha Sabha 
by the Pretoria Governmen Mint, popu
larised and distributed to Hindus. 
Deepawali declared by the Sabha as a 
national festival of Hindus and to be 
celebrated annually. 
Trust Deed for the Shankaranand Me
morial Hall prepared and approved by 
Maha Sabha. 
Fourth Hindu Maha Sabha Conference 
convened in Pietermaritzburg City Hall. 
Legal opinion sought re Hindu Marriage 
Officers and validity of Hindu Mar
riages. 
Deputation to High Commissioner for 
India re Legal opinion on Hindu Mar
riage Officers. 
Birthday of Swatantravir Savarkar cele
brated. On the occasion £600 collected 
and distributed equally between Aryan 
Benevolent Home and Indian Blind So-
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ciety as a gesture of goodwill. 
Krishna Jayanti celebrated. 
Quarterly bulletins issued. 
Memorial meeting conveued to pay 
homage to the late Kasturba Gandhi. 
Condolence meeting held on the sad 
demise of Swami Shankaranand in In
dia. 

1945: Formation of Charity Committee to pro
vide succour to the poor and needy. 
Bursaries for indigent students consid
ered. 
Pandit Rishi Ram arrives in Durban, 
remains for six months as guest of Maha 
Sabha. 
Pandit Rishi Ram delivers a series of 
lectures as Gandhi-Tagore Lecturer. 
Six hundred guineas collected from 
Hindus and donated equally to six Ban
tu institutions in South Africa. 
Maha Sabha purchases property in 
Lorne Street and Maud Lane. 
Postal address : 49 Lorne Street. 

1946: Trust Deed amended and eighteen trust
ees elected. 
Goodwill Conference of Hindus of South 
Africa convened in the Surat Hall, Dur
ban. 
Charity boxes paced at various Hindu 
business establishments. 
Hindu Charitable Institute formed. 
Constitution prepared and approved. 
Charity Institute registered as a welfare 
organisation. 
Deepawali stamps introduced and popu
larised amongst the Hindus to be used 
on envelopes at Deepawali. 
Publication of The Hindu, the official 
journal of the Maha Sabha, commenced 
as a bi-monthly. 
Common Hindu Prayer compiled and 
adopted by the Maha Sabha. 
Mammoth "£1 Drive" for funds organ
ised for the Hall and the Sabha Build
ings. 



Introduction of Hindu Prayer in English 
in Government-Aided Indian Schools. 
Formation of Seva Samitis in all the 
districts of Durban to assist charitable 
work of the Sabha. 
Decided that first Sunday in October 
every year to be " Pledge Taking and 
Flag Hoisting Day " throughout South 
Africa. 

1947: Biennial General Meeting held. 
Bursaries awarded to four girls and six 
boys. 
Religious tracts distributed to the Hindu 
public periodically. 
Movement to check proselytisation com
menced. 
Sabha celebrated the formation of the 
Interim Government in India. 
Swami Ghanananda of Ramakrishna 
Mission of India visits South Africa, 
came from Mauritius and delivered a 
series of lectures. Stayed here for six 
months. 
A propaganda tour of Northern Natal 
organised. 
Maha Sabha takes a leading part in the 
celebration of India's Independence Day. 
Dominion of India Relief Fund organ
ised; £1,000 worth of blankets forwarded 
to the Government of India to help the 
refugees. 
Variety Concert styled Jyoti Prakash 
organised to raise funds. 
Regional Director of S.A.B.C., inter
viewed and suggestions made for im
provement in Indian radio programme. 
Meeting arranged to devise a scheme to 
co-ordinate Hindu physical clubs and 
orchestras and to form a Hindu Bri
gade. 

1948: Arrangements made with Dr. Atreya, 
M.A., of Benares Hindu lJniversity, to 
visit South Africa on a lecture tour. 
Variety concert and a drama, Gareeb 
Bahen, organised to raise funds. 
Mr. Basson, Commissioner for Asiatic 
Affairs interviewed in connection with 
appointment of marriage officers. 
Discussion arranged to consider uni
formity in Hindu marriage ceremonies. 
Hindu Almanac published. 

1949: Biennial General Meeting held. 
Memorial Service held on the demise of 
Professor Bhai Parmanand. 
Relief work organised for the victims of 
Indo-African riots. 
Madras Relief Fund organised. 
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Welcome reception accorded to Pandit 
Ganga Prasad Upadhyaya. 

1950: Meeting organised to pay tribute to the 
late Swami Bhawani Dayal. , 
Meeting of purohits convened for dis
cussions on marriage ceremonies. 

1952: Biennial General Meeting held. 
Pandit Rishi Ram visits South Africa 
for third time, wecome reception ac
corded by Maha Sabha, and lectures 
arranged. 
Sri Ram, President of the Theosophical 
Society welcomed by the Sabha at the 
Durban Airport. 
Question of Crematoria taken up with 
the Provincial Secretary. 

1954: Biennial General Meeting held. 
Deputation from Maha Sabha interviews 
Natal Proincial Executive Committee in 
connection with introduction of Hindu 
religious education into Government
Aided Indian Schools. 

1955: Officials of the Natal Indian Teachers' 
Society interviewed in connection with 
religious education in Indian schools. 
Conference on Hindu Religious Instruc
tion held. 

1956: Peter Bhengu. an African student, given 
financial assistance to enable him to 
write matriculation examination. 
Syllabus for Hindu Religious Education 
for classes ranging from Standard I to 
Standard X prepared. 
Assistance rendered to Merebank fire 
victims. 
Maha Sabha's constitution revised in 
draft form. Drastic alterations agreed 
upon to make Maha Sabha more effect
ive. 

1958: Farewell accorded to His Honour the 
Administrator, Mr. D. G. Shepstone, at 
the Lotus Club. 
General Meeting convened to adopt re
ised draft constitution. 
General Meeting convened to set into 
motion terms of new..,constitution. 
General Meeting cor\'ened for the pur
pose of elections and to chalk out pro
gramme for the future. 
Proprietors of Hindu Government
Aided Schools asked to accelerate intro
duction of Hindu religious education. 

1960: New constitution adopted. Fifty hon
orary members from all parts of South 
Africa elected. 

Arrangements made to convene Confer
ence in the City Hall to synchronise with 
the Centenary of the arrival of Indians 
in South Africa. 
Building plans prepared and submitted 
for approval to the City Council. 
Book dealing with Hindu life and 
achievments in South Africa and the 
mainsprings of Hinduism published 
Volume contains original articles and 
history of origins, growth and develop
ment of many Hindu societies and 
temples throughout South Africa. 
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Foundation stone of the Swami Shan
karanand Memorial Hall laid at 49 
Lorne Street, Durban, 17th November, 
1960, at 7 a.m., by twenty prominent 
members of the Sabha. 
His Honour the Administrator of Natal, 
Mr. Trollip, opens the Hindu Confer
ence in the City Hall, Durban, on 18th 
November, 1960. 
Sessions continue at the Sri Sarvapalli 
Radhakrishnan Hall of the Natal Tamil 
Vedic Society Buildings in Carlisle 
Street. 



GHi~ials aaJ c---~·' ffle&16ers 

1912-: 
President: Swami Sh1nkaranandji. 
Joint Hon. Secretaries: Mr. S. R. Pat her, Mr. 

T. M. Naicker, Mr. R. Kanhaye, Mr. M. 
B. Naik. 

Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. T. Y. Pather, Mr. 
M. H. Desai. 

1913: 
President: Mr. Kasani Ramasamy Naidoo. 
Joint Honorary Secretaries: Mr. S. R. Pather, 

Mr. T. M. Naicker. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. T. Y. Pather, Mr. 

M. H. Desai. 

1933-1940: 
President: Mr. B. M. Patel. 
Chairman of Council: Mr. Y. S. C. Pather. 
Joint Hon. Secretaries: Adv. S. R. Pather, Mr. 

T. M. Naicker. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. H. A. Thaker, Mr. 

Mr. K. Baijnath. 

1940-1942-: 
President: Mr. B. M. Patel. 
Chairman of Council· Mr. Y. S. C. Pather. 
Joint Hon. Secretaries: Adv. S. R. Pather, Mr. 

T. M. Naicker. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. H. A. Thaker and 

Mr. K. Baijnath. 
Council: Messrs. M. C. Yarman, G. B. Chetty, 

S. L. Singh, M. B. Naik, T. N. Bhoola, 
D. G. Satya Deva, S. Panday, B. D. Lalla, 
B. Bachoo, Abboy Naidoo, D. S. Chetty, 
P. R. Pather, A. J. Naidoo, Govan Mani, 
M. Y. Nainaar, R. Gopaulsingh, A. J. 
Koobair, Y. M. Naidoo, R. Ramklass, 
Poovalingam Pillay, P. G. Desai, T. Man
ji, R. B. Maharaj, S. R. Naidoo, P. S. 
Ayer, B. J. Maharaj. 

1942--1945: 
President: Mr. R. B. Chetty. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. B. M. Patel, T. M. 

Naicker, R. Kanhaye, M. B. Naik, S. R. 
Naidoo, S. L. Singh, R. B. Maharaj, M. C. 
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Yarman, D. S. Chetty, H. A. Thaker, V. 
M. Naidu, Dr. N. P. Desai. 

Chairman of Council: Mr. S. R. Pather. 
Hon. General Secre!ary: Mr. R. Raghunath. 
Hon. Assistant Secretary: Mr. S. R. Naidoo 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. Govan Mani and 

Mr. T. N. Bhoola. 
Council: Messrs. R. Gopaulsingh, B. R. Singh, 

S. Panday, ~atya Deva, N. Y. Mehta, T. 
Manji, M. K. Singh, R. Bhoola, D. K. 
Patel, B. Bachoo, P. B. Singh, J. S. Roop
naraln, K. R. Reddy, B. Woodeeth, R. 
Shukla, A. J. Naidoo, S. J. Mehta, Ashwin 
Choudree, Hans Magrajh, G. B. Chetty. 

1945-1947: 
President : R. B. Chetty. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. S. R. Pather, T. M. 

N1icker, M. B. Naik, N. S. Devshi, J. S. 
Roopnnarain, S. Panday, S. R. Naidoo, 
S. L. Singh, T. Manji, Y. M. Naidoo, M. 
C. Yarman. 

Chairman of Council: Dr. N. P. Desai. 
Hon. General Secretary: Mr. R. Raghunath. 
Hon. Assistant Secretary: Mr. G. K. Padia. 
Hon. Treasurers: Mr. Govan Mani and Mr. 

D. K. Patel. 
Council: Messrs. D. G. Satya Deva, K. Soobra

money, B. J. Maharaj, R. Ramsaroop, B. 
R. Singh, A. J. Naidoo, Pundit Jugmohan, 
B. Woodeeth, P.H. Joshi, S. G. Govender, 
R. Gopaulsingh, A. S. Father, B. D. Bhatt, 
R. M. Desai, Nathoo Tabha, L. B. Patel, 
P. B. Singh, G. B. ,Uy. 

1947-1949: 
President: Dr. N. P. Desai. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. R. B. Chetty, T. M. 

Naicker, J. S. Roopnarain, M. K. Lodhi1, 
Y. M. Naidoo, S. R. Pather, Nathoo Tab
ha, P. B. Singh, B. R. Singh, S. R. Naidoo, 
A. J. Naidoo, M. C. Yarman. 

Chairman of Council: Mr. S. L. Singh. 
Joint Hon. Secretary: Mr. R. Raghunath. 
Hon. Assistant Secretarv: Mr. G. K. Padia. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers:· Mr. Mohanlal Manjee 

and Mr. G. B. Chetty. 
Council: Messrs. S. M. Govender, T. S. Pillay, 

D. S. Chetty, A. S. Pather, V. S. Y. Pillay. 
S. R. Naidoo, L. Kris. Naidoo. D. Y. 
Naidoo, H. G. Thathiah, P. Abbay Naidoo, 
D. G. Satya Deva, R. Gopaulsingh, M. 
Ramawtar, Pundit Jugmohan, Pundit R. 
Shukla, L. B. Patel, K. P. Desai, Bhagoo 
Ramjee, Govan Mani, R. P. Soni. 

1949-1952-: 
President: Mr. M. Ramawtar. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. H. Kissoonsingh, J. 

S. Roopnarain, S. L. Singh, G. B. Chetty, 
M. K. Lodhia, B. M. Patel, S. R. Naidoo, 
Nathoo Tabha, Y. M. Naidoo, S. R. Pather, 
'A. J. Naidoo, T. S. Pillay. 

Chairman of Council: Mr. T. M. Naicker. 
Hon. General Secretary: Mr. R. Matai. 
Hon. Assistant Secretarv: Mr. P. S. Tewari. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. D. K. Patel and 

Mr. S. Bridgemohan. 
Council: Dr. N. P. Desai, L. B. Patel, Mohan 

Manjee, P. H. Joshi, Daya Bhika, R. Rag
hunath, R. Gopaulsingh, D. G. Satya Deva, 
B. Bhooshun, A. J. Koobair, D. S. Chetty, 
Abbay Naidoo, C. G. Chetty, Y. S. Y. 
Pillay, P. R. Pather, L. Kris Naidoo, D. Y. 
Naidoo, B. S. Naidoo, S. C. Naidoo, Y. M. 
Naidoo. 

1952--1954: 
President: Advocate S. R. Pather. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. R. P. Singh, T. M. 

Naicker, Nathoo Tabha, Satya Deva, Go
van Mani, Y. M. Naidoo, A. J. Naidoo, 
Nardev Yedalankar, M. Y. Nainaar, S. L. 
Singh, P. R. Pather, Dr. N. P. Desai. 

Chairman of Council: Mr. P. B. Singh. 
Hon. General Secretary: Mr. R. Raghunath. 
Hon. Assistant Secretary: Mr. G. K. Padia. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. S. Bridgemoh:m 

and Mr. M. Ramawtar. 
Council: Messrs. R. Gopaulsingh, R. Bijou, S. 

Roopsingh, Daya Bhika, M. Beachan, L. 
B. Patel, T. S. Pillay, C. G. Chetty, S. 
Chotai, G. N. Joshi, S. J. Mehta, N. Y. 
Mehta, L. Kris Naidoo, B. S. Naidu, P. 
Abbay Naidoo, N. S. Chetty, J. Naidoo, 
Y. S. Y. Pillay, S. M. Govender, G. B. 
Chetty. 

1954-1958: 
President: Mr. Govan Mani. 
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Vice-Presidents: Messrs. S. R. Pather, P. R. 
Pather, T. M. Naicker, S. L. Singh, K. 
Lalloo, M. Ramawtar, S. Chotai, Nathoo 
Tabha, N. Y. Mehta, A. J. Naidoo, V. M. 
Naidoo, Dr. N. P. Desai. 

Chairman of Council: Mr. P. B. Singh. 
Hon. General Secretary: Mr. G. K. Padia. 
Hon. Assistant Secretary: Mr. S. R. Naidoo. 
Joint Hon. Treasurers: Mr. L. B. Patel and 

Mr. T. S. Pillay. 
Council: Messrs. R. Raghunath, S. Roopsingh, 

Nardev Yedalankar, R. Gopaulsingh, A. 
J. Koobair, Satya Deva, Daya Bhika, J. B. 
Patel, D. Pranjivan, H. H. Dhupelia, L. 
Kris Naidoo, P. Abbay Naidoo, D. V. 
Naidoo, S. N. C. Yaradacharyulu, P. Rai
doo, J. Naidoo, S. R. Naidoo, V. S. V. 
Pillay, S. M. Govender, C. G. Chetty. 

1960: 
President: Mr. P. R. Pather. 
Vice-Presidents: Messrs. R. R. Maharaj, T. S. 

Pillay, S. L. Singh, M. A. Nydoo, Govan 
Mani, Dr. N. P. Desai, Y. P. Desai, M. Y. 
Nainaar, A. J. Naidoo, S. Chotai, R. Go
paulsingh, Narandas Dayal. 

Hon. Treasurers: Messrs. H. Kissoonsingh and 
L .Kris Naidoo. 

Joint Hon. Secretaries: Messrs. R. Raghunath 
and Y. S. Naidu. 

Council: Messrs. N. Gengan, S. R. Naido;:,, 
P. R. Naidoo, Y. Rajendra, J. Chengiah, 
R. S. Ramnaidoo, Y. M. Naidoo, M. S. 
Reddy, P. B. Sannasy, M. C. Naidoo (An
dhra Maha Sabha), K. R. Pillay, S. A. 
Pather, S. R. Moodley, A. R. Naidoo, M. 
K. Padayachee, A. S. Pather, S. K. Naidoo, 
Percy Moodley, C. G. Chetty (Natal Tamil 
Vedic Society), N. Jeawon, M. Ramawtar, 
D. G. Satya Deva, G. Doorgapersadh, P. 
Seebran, D. Bramdaw, B. D. Lalla, P. B. 
Singh, Pt. Nardev Yedalanker, S. Ram
bharos (Arya Pratinidhi Sabha), H. H. 
Lakhani, H. H. Dhup~lia, H. N. Naran, 
D. R. Mandan, B. M. Valjee, Damjee 
Nathoo, S. M. Hirjee, M. K. Lodhia, M. 
N. Mody, C. J. Mehta (Kathiawad H. S. 
Samaj), K. Lalloo, R. Ram Bharosa, M. 
Laljith, K. L. Maharaj, Baboolal Maharaj, 
Ramlal Maharaj, D. N. Maharaj, Pt. Tul
siram, B. R. Maharaj, I. Ramsewak Ma
haraj (Shree Sanathan Dharam Sabha), D. 
Pranjivan, Narsai Govind, Deva Gopal, 
C. K. Mistry, Y. G::isai, C. N. Jeena, T. N. 
Bhoola, Daya Bhika, L. B. Patel, B. Ramji 
(Surat Hindoo Association). 



SOUTH AFRICAN HINDU MAHA SABHA 
OFFICIALS AND MEMBERS OF COUNCIL - 1960 

FRONT ROW (Sitting): Mess~. Rambharosa, A. J. Na;doo, S. A. Pather, D . P. Desai, B. D. Lalla, S. Chotai, R. S. Nowbath, K. R. Pillay, R. Raghunath, V. P. Desai, R. 
Gopaulsingh, H. H.~pelia, Pandit Nardev Vedalankar. 

SECOND ROW (Sitting) : Messrs. T. M. Naickcr, Narandas Dayal, K. Lalloo, H. N. N aran, V. S. Naidu, H. Kissoonsingh, Dr. ~- P. Desai, P . R. Pather, S. R . Pather, M. 
Ramawtar, L. Kris Naidoo, S. L. Singh, M. A. Nydoo, T. S. Pillay. 

THIRD ROW (Standing): Messrs. K. L. Maharaj, Baboolal Maharaj, P. 11.. Naidoo, V. Rajendra, D. Pranjivan, Daya Bhikha, M. Laljith, V. G . Patel, L. ll. Patel, V. M. Naidu, 
D . V. Naidoo, S. Roopsingh, M. C. Naidoo, G. Doorgapershad, I. K. Maharaj. 

FOURTH RO~' (Standing): Messrs. N. Gengan, Y. R. Venketasen, R. S. Ramnaidoo, S. K. Naidoo, R. Mahabeer, D . Seebran, S. Rambharos, Daya Mandan, H,- H. Lakhani, 
M. I!. Juggernauth, B. M. Valjee, Ramlal Maharaj, R. Ramkissoon. 



~,o ... inenl 0/Ji~ial§ o/ 11.e $oull. 
R/ri~an flinJu <lnal.a $a£1.a 

S. R. Father 
Jt. Hon. Secretary: 1912-41 

Chairman of Council: 
1942-45 

President: 1952-54 

B. M. Patel 
President: 1940-41 

(rPasl and rPresenl) 

T. M. Naicker 
Jt. Hon. Secretary: 1912-41 

Chairman of Council : 
1949-52 

½,; 
'j' 
d 

R. B. Chetty 
President: 1942-47 
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V. S. C. Father 
Chairman of Council: 

1933-1942 

Govan Mani 
Jt. Hon. Treasurer: 

1942-45-47 
President: 1954-59 



) 

#1,o ... inenl OHicial• o/ 11.e cfoull. 
R/rican ~linJu fnal.a $a£1.a 

Dr. N. P. Desai 
Chairman of Council: 

1945-47 
President: 1947-49 

P. B. Singh 
Chairman of Council: 

1952-54-59 

(rPasl and rPresenl) 

S. L. Singh 
Chairman of Council: 

1947-49 

P. R. Pather 
President: 1960 
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M. Ramawtar 
President: 1949-52 

Jt. Hon. Treasurer: 1952-54 

R. Raghunath 
Hon. General Secretary: 

1942-45-49, 1952-54 
1959-60 

JI rRe9JieHJ o/ 11.e WorA o/ 11.e 
cfoull. R/rican flinJu fnal.a cfa£1.a 

By B. D. LALLA 

THIS volume to commemorate the centenary 
of the arrival of the Indians in this country, 

the majority of whom were Hindus and who 
today represent 70 per cent. of the Indian popu
lation will be incomplete without some refer
ence to the history of the South African Hindu 
Maha Sabha itself. 

The publication of this volume, the 
holding of a special Centenary Conference, 
and the laying of the Foundation Stone of the 
£30,000 Shankaranandji Memorial Hall and 
the special features of the centenary comme
morative programme in order to vitalise the 
efforts of the Maha Sabha in the service of 
Hindus in this country, are the records being 
written in the last chapter of the history of its 
forty-eight years' existence. 

For nearly half a century, with mixed for
tunes and a chequered existence, the Maha 
Sabha has laboured to promote its principal 
objects of organizing, co-ordinating and unit
ing the Hindus)nto a wellknit religious fabric. 
The success of the Sabha in realising its objects 
cannot be measured in terms of any spectacular 
achievements, but by the degree of religious 
consciousness aroused among the Hindus from 
time to time to sustain their zeal and anima
tion. In this it has succeeded and it is to sur
vey this aspect of its work, rather than to give 
a detailed factual account in chronological se
quence in the fashion of a history, that this re
view, with pertinent reflections, is attempted. 

No records exist to indicate exactly or ap
proximately how many Hindu religious bodies 
or sabhas existed in 1912, the year in which 
the South African Hindu Maha Sabha was 
established . Fifty years ago, it would have 
been meaningless to suggest that Hindus lacked 
the necessary initiative to organise themselves 
collectively into sabhas, to protect and promote 
their common religious interests. They had 
come as indentured labourers. urged by the 
necessity of securing food and shelter. Before 
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they could think in terms of culture and its 
promotion, the requirements to support life 
had to be secured. Even today, at the end of 
a century's settlement, thousands of Hindus 
are waging a struggle to establish a secure 
settled life, a condition so necessary to pursue 
cultural development. The more fortunate 
among the early group, however. freed from 
the mundane considerations of life. found 
leisure to organise themselves into local sabhas 
to promote their common religious and other 
interests. 

The arrival of Professor Bhai Pharmanand, 
the first Hindu missionary, in 1905, ushered 
the dawn of a new epoch in the lives of the 
Hindus in this country and prepared the ground 
on which the foundation of the Maha Sabha 
was to be laid in the future. His inspiring lec
tures on Hinduism, something new in the lives 
of the Hindus in this country, fired the imagi
nation and aroused the enthusiasm of Hindus 
everywhere. It brought not only fresh hope 
to the existing sabhas plodding to uphold the 
torch of Hinduism but moved dormant groups 
to establish new sabhas, some of which have 
become the leading institutions of our day. 

The departure of Bhai Parmanand, after his 
short but vigorous campaign, in no way affected 
the spirit of the established bodies. They set 
about in right earnest fashion to consolidate 
their foundation and to extend the scope of 
their activities. In a few years they were suffi
ciently organised to be affiliated as constituent 
bodies to a Hindu national organisation to 
promote the welfare of the Hindu community 
as a whole. 

It seems that Providence had ordained that 
this course should not be delayed for long, for 
hardly had the scenes associated with Bhai 
Parmanand dimmed in the affectionate mem
ory of Hindus, Swami Shankeranand arrived. 
For four years the Hindu world of South Afri
ca became the religious theatre of Swamji's 



activity and thos.:: pioneering Hindus who be
lo_ng to _that period of our history and who are 
st~ll a~t1:vely engaged in religious work, recall 
~1th v1v1?ne~s the dramatic impact that Swam
JI s dommatmg personality made on all. 

qn the 31st May, 1910, the Union of South 
Africa ~as f?rmed, and two years later, to 
syn~hromse w~~~ the second anniversary of the 
Umo~, Sw_am111 summoned the First Union 
of Hindus m South Africa. In response to his 
personal appeal, 300 delegates from all over 
t!1e country and representing religious institu
tions _of all denominations and sections, gath
e_red m coi:ference in Durban. The delibera
tions at this first conference of the Hindus, 
held <?~ t!1e 31st May, 1912, were guided by 
Swam11 himself. The conference was unique 
fr?m many points. It was the first time that 
Hmdu leaders from remote parts of the Union 
were brought together to discuss common 
problems affecting the welfare of all Hindus. 
They y,rere ma~e to realise that unless they 
co-ordmate~ their efforts, there was little hope 
for the survival of Hinduism which was threat
e_ned from all sides. At the end of its delibera
t1o~s the co~fe~ence passed a unanimous reso
lutJ<;:m esta?hshmg the formation fo the South 
Af~1can Hindu ~aha Sabh~. _with the primary 
obJ~ct of promoting the rehg1ous, educational, 
social an~ economic welfare and advancement 
of the Hmdu community. 

In 1926, i.e., in two years' time, this Parlia
ment_ of th_e Hindus will meet again, as it is 
meetmg !his yea~. for the purpose of a com
memoration. This time it will be to commem
or~te. its golden ju~ilee. It is hoped that by 
this time the Swami Shankeranandji Memorial 
Hall, _wh_ose f<?undation is being laid this year 
t~ com_c1de with the Centenary Commemora
tion, will be completed and used for this pur
pose. 
. Since the first successful conference, other 
1mpor!ant con~erences have been held, though 
not with sufficient regularity to offset the dor
~ancy into whi~h t!1e Sabha was plunged at 
times. ~f. the ~1tu~t10_n had been unique and 
othe~ religious. mst1tutlons had all survived the 
hos.tile forces 11! the country operating against 
th~tr. progress, 1t would be reasonable to per
mit Judgment to be passed. The Maha Sabha 
has. had. to plot . a course through unsettled 
periods m the !11story of our people in this 
country. At this very moment, in the midst 
of our commemoration of the Centenary, we 
are passing through one of the darkest periods 
in the history of our people. There is no 
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certaint~ about what our political, social and 
economic future will be in the next decade. 

. The Maha Sabha conferences, though few 
m number, hav~, nevertheless, been called at 
opportune occasions. During the period of the 
two World Wars, no conference could be held. 
Conferenc~s have helped to arouse the religi
ous_ co_nsc10usness of Hindus at times when a 
pem?d1c lull in activity descended on the com
munity. A study of the years in which con
ferences were held disclose how urgently these 
conferences were needed. 

A number of highly reputed and honoured 
exponents of the Hindu religion addressed the 
conf_erences and toured the country from time 
to time ~t !he invitation of the Maha Sabha. 
These m1ss10naries from the motherland in
fl!sed f~esh and inspiring breath into our reli
g10us hfe. What. the Hin~u~ of t~is ~ountry 
lacked was a feelmg of rehg10us kmsh1p with 
the moth~rland: . The missionaries helped to 
~orge a vital ~pmtual link between the Hindus 
m South Afnca and the motherland and this 
~nab!ed_ the Hin~us _to shed that complex of 
mfer!onty S? easily mduced in a small com
mumty dommated by the powerful impact of 
Wes~ern. ~ivili~ation all round, and far from 
the mspmng mfluences of the great religious 
teachers, preachers, and institutions of the 
motherland. 

The Maha Sabha placed great importance 
on the value of this aspect of its work and as 
far bac~ as 1937 established a Lectureship 
Trust with an initial capital of £4,000. In that 
year Pandit Rishiram was invited to conduct 
a le~re tour. During his campaign, Panditjee 
realised the urgent need of maintaining a per
manent flow of lecturers to this land. He 
appealed for funds for this purpose. The 
appeal ~et with ready response and led to 
the creat10n of the Trust which, on registration, 
assum~d the name of the Gandhi-Tagore Lec
tureship Trust. 

The objects of the Trust are to disseminate 
Hi~du religious teachings, Hindu culture and 
philo_sophy, to interpret the Hindu view of life 
and_ ideals to the people ~he Union of South 
Afnca an? to ~stablish . ermanent cultural 
cont~ct with India so tha the Hindu com
mu~1ty of Sout~ Africa in particular and the 
Indian commumty in general will benefit. 

The Maha Sabha has made repeated efforts 
to ~ecure the services of missionaries from 
India but because of the unwillingness of the 
G?vernm~et of the country to grant entry per
mits nothmg can be done under present con-

ditions. It is hoped that the Government will 
review its policy soon and respect the religious 
sentiments of the Hindus. 

If no other conferences had been held save 
the Special Conference on Religious In'struc
tion in Indian Schools, the Sabha could have 
easily justified its existence, as a result of the 
success that followed. At its conference eleven 
years earlier in 1944, the Sabha had resolved 
to approach the Natal Education Department 
~nd to _urge the ~rovision_ of Hindu religious 
mstruct10n to Hmdu children. As nothing 
eventuated from the approach made, the 1954 
Conference decided to hold a special one-day 
conference to take fresh stock of the position. 
On Sunday, 3rd July, 1955, this Conference 
met. Its entire discussion centred round the 
9.uestio~ of how best and how soon religious 
mstn,1ct10ns could be imparted to Hindu child
ren in schools. Representatives from forty-five 
Hindu institu.tions from all over Natal re
affirmed the previous decision. No stone was 
to be left unturned to secure for the Hindu 
child_ !he only practical and natural way of 
acqumng a knowledge of his religion in order 
to develop his complete personality. 

Correspondence with the Education Depart
ment followed; interviews were held; press 
statements clarifying the stand of the Maha 
Sabha were issued;; unfounded fears and sus
picion removed; everything was done to satisfy 

7verybody with patience and tolerance. Hav
mg satisfied the authorities on all relevant 
aspects of the question, the Maha Sabha's 
deputation was finally informed by the Direc
tor of Education then in office, that the Execu
tive Committee had approved of an amended 
regulation which permitted the teaching of 
Hindu religion to Hindu children. 

It is difficult to describe the joy of those 
people who had laboured sincerely to bring to 
t~e Hindu child the most precious aspect of 
his culture. Much spade work still remained 
before the actual instruction could be intro
duced and to .this task the Sabha applied its 
energy. In co-operation with the Education 
Department it prepared the necessary syllabus. 
This was finally approved and available for 
use in 1958. 

Not wishing to leave the schools with the 
burden of hunting for suitable text books, the 
Sabha assumed the responsibility and ordered 
suitable books from India. 1959 saw the 
beginning of Hindu religious instruction in a 
few Indian schools, almost a century after the 
arrival of the Hindus in this province. 

:',-n importa_n~ poi~t to note is that the :regu
lat10ns on rehg10us mstructions do not aim to 
provid~ but to permit the teaching of religious 
msruction and so the initiative for this must be 
taken by Hindu Institutions running schools. 
The Sabha is not unmindful of the fact that the 
success of the new experiment rests on its own 
shoulders. The Centenary Conference will give 
the subject its consideration. -

It must be recorded as a fact of historical 
importance concerning everybody in the coun
try, !hat at no stage in its struggle to accord to 
the Hindu child an opportunity to acquire a 
knowledge of the faith in which he was born 
and initiated, did the Maha Sabha display the 
least semblance of religious intolerance or 
fanaticism. In its exercise of tolerance to its 
critics, some of whom displayed a great deal 
of intolerance, the Sabha remained steadfastly 
magnanimous and faithful to the spirit of reli
gion. The fears and suspicion that governed 
the reasoning of the opponents of religious 
instruction in schools emanated from three 
distinct groups that had nothing in common; 
~hose who were opposed to the spread of Hindu
~sm; those in whose lives religion played no 
important part; and finally those who had no 
knowledge of Hinduism, particularly Hindus 
in this category. 

In missionary schools where the majority of 
pupils have always been Hindus and where 
Christianity has been imparted for many years, 
there has never been evidence of hostility. The 
crusading spirit is conspicuously absent in Hin
duism and the suggestion that Hindu children 
instructed in Hinduism will become anti-Hindu 
in spirit is to suggest that civilization moulds a 
man into a brute. 

In its foreword to the syllabus on Hindu 
Religious Instruction the Natal Education De
partment states explicitly: 

"The need for religious education arises 
from the recognition of the part played by 
moral and religious ideas in the development 
of any all-round personality. The child should 
develop not only mentally and physically but 
also spiritually. Knowledge of the fundamen
tals of religion should help to promote spiritual 
growth and create the right attitude in the 
child towards those with whom he comes in 
daily contact. The real obect of religious edu
cation is not only to impart knowledge of 
God's existence and the ultimate destination 
of the human soul, but also to emphasise the 
building of character." 
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Before the Maha Sabha came into existence, 
there was no common celebration by all sec
tions of the Hindu community of a single 
festival. The value of an annual celebration 
which would cement the religious affinity of all 
Hindus was recognised by Swami Shankera
nandji. In order to achieve this end he popu
larised the celebration of Deepawali. 

The Maha Sabha pressed forward the idea, 
so much so, that today Deepawali has replaced 
the popularity that Christmas and Moharrum 
once enjoyed in Hindu homes. Every year 
sees the growing importance of this festival 
in the lives of Hindus. The publication of 
Deepawali numbers of The Hindu has helped 
to spread the message of Dharma symbolised 
in the tiny earthen lamps. 

This year approximately 70,000 Hindu child
ren in Natal schools spent two days at home 
celebrating Deepawali. Years ago the Sabha 
persuaded the Education Department to de
clare Deepawali as a school holiday for Indian 
schools. In its endeavour to induce Hindu 
businessmen to close their businesses on Deepa
wali Day, it has achieved a fair measure of 
success, but not the success to spread the joy 
that springs from a knowledge of a united 
Hindu fellowship. Here the Hindus have to 
emulate the spirit of solidarity displayed by 
other religionists on their festive days. Some 
sacrifice for the reverence of the principle of 
religious unity has to be made if unity is to 
play any part in protecting the ideals of Hindu
ism. 

The use of Deepawali stamps which carried 
the message of Deepawali in a silent way 
imposed a financial burden on the Sabha 
because of its limited circulation. This project 
of the Sabha was part of its plan to spread the 
message of the festival far and wide. The 
receipt of a letter bearing a stamp having the 
symbol of Divine Light, it was hoped, would 
focus the attention of the recipient and of all 
who viewed it, to the sublime conception of 
a light in Hindu philosophy. 

As early as 1944 the Sabha realised that 
temples as centres of worship could play an 
important role in spreading religious ideas to 
the masses. The temple as a sanctified place 
of worship has been an integral part of the 
religious life of the Hindus from times imme
morial, and when our ancestors landed in thi., 
country they brought their temples with them. 
At first it was a place set apart in their homes 
or in the yard under the shade of some trees, 
for family worship. In the course of the cen-
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tury these assumed greater dimension in struc
ture and construction when local groups com
bined to pool their resources. By the begin
ning of the present century elaborate structures, 
replicas of the architecture of temples of the 
motherland, dotted the land. By 1944 these 
had grown in numbers sufficiently widespread 
among the Hindus of the land to play a useful 
role. 

In January, 1944, the Maha Sabha organised 
and convened in Durban the first Conference 
on Hindu Temples in South Africa. For two 
days the Conference discussed various matters 
dealing with temples. The need for the im
provement of the conditions existing in the 
temples and for the holding of regular Sunday 
services, the effective use of the temples for 
propagating religious ideas and other relevant 
matters, engaged the attention of the represen• 
tatives of twenty-seven temples who attended 
the Conference. To put into effect the various 
proposals, the South African Devasthanum 
Committee was formed. 

Ever since its formation, the Sabha has been 
faced with the problem of poverty among the 
Hindus and the serious consequences flowing 
from it. It was aware that many Hindu fami
lies, unable to survive the battle for bread, had 
succumbed to the temptation of bartering their 
faith for food. Moreover, the ugly spectacle of 
men and women, old and young, in rags and 
tatters, soliciting alms in the streets, was un
dignifying to the Hindu community. To these 
derelicts of human society, Hinduism could 
have no meaning and to speak of charity as 
one of the fundamental principles of religion, 
smacked of hypocrisy. 

To combat this blot on the fair name of 
Hinduism, the Sabha created a charitable trust 
and registered it in terms of the Charitable 
Ordinance of the province. Funds were raised 
from time to time and assistance rendered. In 
addition bursaries were awarded to some very 
poor children to pursue their studies. 

If it is remembered that 70 per cent. of the 
Indians fall in the category of the poor and 
the bulk of them are Hindus, the task of bring
ing them within the fold \'J. , charitable relief is 
almost impossible. Schlpies involving the 
regular collection and distribution of funds can 
hardly operate successfully. The Sabha is 
fully aware of the gigantic nature of the prob
lem and in order to formulate a worthwhile 
scheme has placed the matter for discussion at 
its Centenary Conference. 

The need for a Hindu journal to spread the 
teachings of Hinduism, to act as a voice of the 
Maha Sabha and at the same time serve as a 
healthy forum to discuss matters affecting the 
welfare of Hindus generally was felt for a 
long time. Many facts had to be taken into 
account before launching on such an ambitious 
project. Many Indian papers had suspended 
publication because of the heavy financial bur
den. The journal of a religious and cultural 
body could not be expected to pander to cheap 
taste in order to mainta.in a circulation. Writers 
as exponents of good style and good taste 
could not easily be secured in the early days. 
Young people who were well educated had 
still to be won to the service of religion. The 
crowded events in the history of the Maha 
Sabha in 1945, however, forced the issue. In 
that year the anniversary of the birthday of 
the ·President of the All-India Maha Sabha. 
Swatantravir Savarkar, was celebrated and £600 
raised and distributed equally between the 
Aryan Benevolent Home and the Indian Blind 
Society. This was followed by the two-day 
successful Conference which led to the forma
tion of the South African Devasthanum Com
mittee. When the news of the death of the 
founder of the Maha Sabha, Swami Shankera
nandji, was received, a special prayer meeting 
was held. The meeting rededicated itself to 
the erection of a memorial hall in his memory. 
Then followed the work of Pandit Rishiram. 
During his lectures money was raised and six 
Bantu institutions received £105 each. And 
finally, to crown its efforts for the year. the 
Sabha purchased the Lorne Street property in 
Durban where the foundation of the Memorial 
Hall is to be laid. 

It was felt that news of such activities should 
be brought to the knowledge of Hindus and 
that this could be done if the Sabha had its 
own independent journal. Thus it was that 
The Hindu made its bow as the official organ 
of the Sabha, adding incidentally one more 
worthy achievement to the achievements of 
1945. The regular publication of The Hindu 
has not been possible because of the lack of 
competent personnel. However, the publica
tion of the Centenary Number undertaken at 
a very shor,t notice, has revealed that there are 
enough writers and a sufficient reservoir of 
material to ensure regular publication of the 
journal in the future. 

To promote and establish the social unity 
of the different linguistic sections of the Hindu 
community, it was imperative to have a com-

mon prayer that could be recited by all. Each 
group had its own set of prayers dear to them, 
but at mixed gatherings of Tamil, Hindi, Telu
gu and Gujarati speaking Hindus, a problem 
was created. As invocation of God's grace at 
the beginning of every Hindu function was an 
absolute must, the dispensing of prayers was 
no solution to the problem. The matter engaged 
the attentioa of the Sabha. The wisdom of 
men with knowledge was applied and with the 
concurrence of all sections a common prayer 
was prepared, published and circulated for 
use in 1945. The Sabha at its own gatherings 
makes use of this prayer but it still has to 
capture the imagination of the masses. The 
common prayer is not intended to supplant 
the popular prayers of each linguistic group 
which have their special appeal and charm, but 
to evoke and promote spiritual kinship among 
all sections of the Hindus. There is a general 
awakening among all sections of the Hindu 
community in this country and the Maha Sabha 
notes with satisfaction that in some of the 
bigger institutions organised non-linguistically, 
voices are united in singing common bhajans 
and reciting common prayers. 

For forty-eight years the South African 
Hindu Maha Sabha has endeavoured in a 
humble way to serve as a democratic parlia
ment of the Hindus of South Africa. It has 
functioned not as a State Government com
posed of individuals elected on the basis of 
party politics. Men held in high esteem by all 
sections and qualified to advance the common 
interests of Hndus as a whole have served the 
Sabha in various capacities. 

This review has attempted to give a bird's 
eye view of the record of the work of men 
dedicated to the aims and objects of the Sabha. 
Some men have been associated for a very 
long time and have notable contributions to 
their credit. Who are these men to whom the 
community owes a debt of gratitude? How to 
select their names from a long list of honoured 
people who have served in many different 
ways? True there are some who stand head 
and shoulders above others. To single them 
out for mention and leave the rest may be in 
keeping with traditional practice, but in keep
ing with the spirit of the Gita, which boldly 
proclaims: Service alone that matters, not the 
reward of fame or name. That was the tradi
tion of the ancient writers. To them the Truth 
mattered, not the person who conceived it or 
revealed it. True, but the ideal is very dis
concerting, especially to the historians. 
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Artist's impression of the proposed Swami Shankaranandji Hall 
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