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By RANJI S. NOWBATH 

THE IDNDUS constitute the largest religious 
group of the Indian population of South 

Africa, being a little over sixty per cent The 
other forty per cent. is made up of Moslems, 
Christians and Buddhis·ts. The Hindus fall 
into two major sections and divide into four 
linguistic groups. Each of the major sections 
has its clear markings. The linguistic groups 
are distinctly defined in matters of detail in 
worship, religious rites, social customs, food 
and dress although there is considerable over
lapping. AH, however, respond to a common 
religious call-Hinduism-and after that they 
go their several ways to define its details, 
interpret and apply its dogmas, and observe 
its cremonials and rituals. 

In origins the Hindus of South Africa divide 
into two separate groups. In language they 
branch out into four groups. While the dis
tinctions and the dividing lines are clear and 
visible, n.evertheless, there is, owing to the 
demands of modern life, much overlapping and 
no inconsiderable fusion in many things. There 
is a not-easily-definable one-ness and a variety 
of common factors uniting the people under 
the religious designation of Hindus, and yet 
the Hindus of South Africa present a fascinat
ingly divergent panorama in geographical 
origins, and the manner of their coming to this 
country, in language, in rites and rituals of 
worship, in details of ceremonies attendant on 
births, marriages and deaths, in food and dress 
and in the acceptance and propagation of 
reform movements. 

The Hindus arrived in this country in two 
separate streams. First were those who came 
as indentured labourers. They were people, in 
the broad mass peasant farmers and agricul
tural labourers and rural artisans who were 
recruited in the provinces of Madras, Bihar, 
Agra and Oudh and embarked at the ports of 
Madras and Calcutta for the Colony of Natal 
under indentures or contracts of labour for 
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periods of five years. The first of them sailed 
for Natal in 1860. Their passage money was 
paid by those who sought their services and 
from the day they debarked at Durban their 
lives, through their marriages, births and 
deaths, were governed and controlled by strin
gent regulations and severe penalties. These 
were embodied in various laws which were 
finally conso1idated in the omnibus Natal 
Indian Immigration Law No. 25 of 1891 which, 
subject to the abrogations caused by changes 
in the history of South Africa, still operates. 
This, although the transportation of labourers 
to Natal under indentures was terminated by 
the Government of India in 1909. The first of 
the Hindus to come to Natal landed from the 
S.S. Truro on November 17, 1860. The 
descendants of these immigrant labourers, 
together with those few ex-indentured men and 
women who were on the last boats to reach 
Natal, who are still alive, form the first section 
of the Hindus of South Africa. In the rest of 
this outline study they will be referred to as 
immigrant Hindus or simply as immigrants. 

The other section of the Hindu community 
consists of free or passenger Hindus and they 
are, with a few exceptions, Gujaratis who 
arrived in this country about twenty-five years 
after the indentured labourers. They came 
from the province of Gujarat, having embarked 
either at the Presidency port of Bombay or at 
Porbandar on the coast of Kathiawad. The 
ancestors of these people had, in their quest 
for trade, touched the East African coast as 
far back as the second century A.D. When the 
Portuguese arrived in East Africa in the fif
teenth century, the Gujaratis were already 
trading there. When the first indentured 
labourers were taken to Mauritius and Reunion 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
they followed and when the stream of inden
tured labour was opened to Natal, the Guja
ratis again followed. They have been desig-



na:ted passenger Indians because they paid 
their own fare, and free because they were not 
subject to any of the restrictions placed on the 
movement and employment of the indentured 
labourers. These Gujaratis were merchants 
and traders, ranging from the petty bagman 
to the imposing wholesale importer and 
exporter, craftsmen, goldsmiths, cobblers, con
fectioners and produce vendors. They are not 
subject to the provisions of the Immigration 
Law of 1891 but fall, in respect of their births, 
marriages and deaths under the common laws 
of the land. The descendants of indentured 
labourers and the passengers are the two sec
tions of the Hindus in South Africa to-day. 

The manner and the circumstances of their 
departure from their native land and the 
conditions under which they arrived in this 
country, too, have left their distinguishing 
marks on the two sections of Hindus. The 
immigrant labourers were violently torn up 
from their traditional moorings and transported 
to a foreign country in such a way that they 
generally lost all contact with their own kith 
and kin and their native-land and were quick 
to develop ties in .the new country. These 
circumstances made them less conservative and 
more susceptible to changes in their customs 
and habits, in their language and the restric
tions of caste. The immigrant Hindus of to
day have lost all contact with India. Rare, 
indeed, is the man whose forebears came as 
indentured labourers who still has communi
cation with relations in India or who has seen 
his native village. For these people a visit to 
India is a novel experience. On the other 
hand, the emigration of the free Hindus was 
planned. They set out in composite groups for 
the purpose of trade. They left behind their 
wives and children temporarily and although 
abroad they were in constant communication 
with their relations and dependants. They 
returned periodically to their native villages. 
It was only when they had established them
selves in South Africa that they brought out 
their women and children and other depend
ants. There was no severance of ties with 
India and regular contact with those whom 
they left behind persists to this day. They 
visit India as a matter of course. 

The immigrant Hindus divide -into three 
language groups: Tamil, Telegu and Hindi, 
The passengers form a fourth group, speaking 
Gujarati. There is also a minute sprinkling 
of Malayalee and Marathi, but these people 
have lost their separate linguistic identity, al
though it is still possible to identify them. 
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Tamil and Telegu are Dravidian languages. 
Hindi and Gujarati are Indo-Aryan languages. 
The Tamils are numerically the largest of the 
Hindu groups and have been drawn from 
regions to the west and south of the great port 
of Madras from the districts of Salem, Kum
bhakonam, Tirunelvelli, Trichinopoly, Chidam
baram, Tanjore, Madurai. Chingleput and the 
allied regions. The Telegus come from the 
regions of to the north of the city of Madras, 
from the lands watered by the great rivers, the 
Cauvery and the Kistna. The Hindis come 
from Bihar and the United Provinces, the 
Uttar Pradesh of indeoendent India. The 
Gujaratis hail from the· north-western region 
of India, the province of Gujarat, lying to the 
north of the city of Bombay and south of the 
Rann of Cutch. 

In the early days of indenture the Tamils and 
the Telegus were regarded by the Hindis and 
the rest of the Indian community as one people, 
Madrassis. Those who were neither Tamil 
nor Telegu were not aware of the fact that the 
Madrassis consisted of two linguistic groups, 
who were conscious of their separate identities, 
who had their different customs, practices and 
rites and who in their domestic lives lived 
apart. In public they seemed to be one people. 
Over the last thirty years, however, the Telegus 
have more and more established and forwarded 
their own separate identity. The process is 
now complete. Where they were once regarded 
as Madrassis in common with the Tamils, they 
have now built themselves up as tlie Andhra 
community, with their own religious and cul• 
tural societies and educational institutions. 

The Hindis are drawn largely from Bihar. 
north-eastern United Provinces and further 
west from the regions round Lucknow and 
Delhi. Some few have come even from further 
north-west. They speak a common language, 
Hindustani, in which changes of vocabulary 
and pronunciation occur as one proceeds west
wards from eastern Bihar. In the west the 
influence of Urdu and the original Persian is 
noticeable. Although changes are taking place 
and there is a standardisation in vocabulary 
and pronunciation it is, nevertheless, possible 
to determine the region from which a Hindi 
person has come by ~eking his vocabulary 
and pronunciation. TH use of the surname 
Bihari indicates a man rom the province of 
Bihar. Most of the Hindis were drawn from 
the Gonda and Basti districts of the U.P. and 
many from Benares, Allahabad, and Lucknow. 

The Gujaratis come from the linguistic pro
vince of Gujarat but consist of two groups 

which make the distinction between them
selves. Almost all of them, bar about a hun
dred families in the whole of the Union, come 
from the district of Surat with their commer
cial and cultural heart in Surat and Ahmeda
bad. They describe themselves as Surtees. A 
Surat Hindu Association has been in existence 
in Durban for over fifty years. The rest come 
from the northern regions of Gujarat, the 
district of Kathiawad. They have their mer
cantile and cultural heart in Rajkot and Por
bandar. The Kathiawadis, as these people are 
called, have asserted .themselves in recent years 
with such zeal that although they number no 
more than a hundred families in the whole of 
the Union, they have compelled recognition of 
themselves as a group with an identity separate 
from that of the Surtees. Both Surtees and 
Kathiawadis have their own institutions, 
schools, cultural associations, religious socie
ties. and public bodies. While in the main 
they come under the common designation of 
Gujarati, there are, nevertheless, sufficient dif
ferences in language and food to mark them 
out as people from distinctly different regions. 

While these four linguistic groups fall under 
the general definition of Hinduism and draw 
inspiration from the Vedas. from the Epics and 
the Bhagwad Gita, from Krishna and the 
Hindu Triad of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, 
they vary greatly in the details of their wor
ship, their birth, marriage and death rites, and 
even in the celebration of common festivals 
and ceremonies. There are distinctly Tamil, 
Telegu, Hindi and Gujarati rites and rituals 
and customs. After a general agreement and 
correspondence on the fact that as Hindus they 
drink from the mainsprings of Hinduism, each 
goes its separate doctrinal way. The paths 
diverge distinctly-and yet, such is the resili
ence of the Hindu that there is overlapping, 
crossing, meeting and even merging at some 
points. 

It is not possible to examine or present in 
exhaustive detail the particular religious prac
tices and observances of each group in the 
course of a brief article and so only some 
outline references will be made. The sacred 
texts and the epics and the Bhagwad Gita are 
revered by all. Some festivals are celebrated 
by all in common but with differences in the 
details of the celebration. Some rituals and 
observances are peculiar to a group but none 
is precluded from participating in them because 
of language. First and foremost is the celebra
tion of Deepavali. On its observance all are 

agreed but not on the reasons for its celebra
tion, nor on the day for the celebration. The 
Tamils celebrate it a day earlier than the Tele
gus and the Hindis. They eat meat on that 
day. The Telegus and Hindis do not eat meat 
on the day on which they observe Deepavali. 
To the Hindis Deepavali is both sacred to 
Luxmi, the Goddess of Wealth, and honours 
the triumphant return of Rama and Sita from 
their exile. To the Tamil people Deepavali 
marks the destruction of Narak Asura, the 
Demon of the Nether Regions. They celebrate 
on the day before the new moon of Kartik. 
For the Gujaratis, Deepavali has even more 
complicated a significance. Two days before 
Deepavali they perform their adorations to 
Luxmi, Goddess of Wealth and Prosperity; on 
the day preceding Deepavali they worship 
Kalka Mata, a manifestation of Kali. Then 
comes Deepavali, which is a day of general 
rejoicing and merriment. On the day after 
this the Gujarati new year begins and is marked 
by prayer and worship. 
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The majority of the Hindis are Sanatanists
that people of the orthodox persuasion whose 
priest must always be a person of Brahmin 
birth. The Sanatanists do not go directly to 
the Vedas but accept the interpretations of the 
Vedas as set out in the Puranas by Brahmins. 
In pracrtce this means that the Sanatanists 
have a large number of rites, ceremonies and 
pujas in their homes which must be performed 
by Brahmins. Temples and temple-worship are 
vital points in their religion. For them the 
Ramayana, Mahabharata and the Bhagwad 
Gita are sacred texts or scriptures and Rama 
and Krishna gods to be worshipped. The 
majority of the Gujaratis, too, are Sanatanists. 
A small portion of the Hindis and Gujaratis 
has accepted the reformed teachings of Swami 
Dayanand. They are the Arya Samajists. The 
Arya Samaj creed rejects the claim that only 
Brahmins by birth can intercede between 
devotees and their Deity. They reject, too, 
the ceremonies, rituals and pujas of the ortho
dox Hindis. The Havan ceremony performed 
by any man or woman qualified to do so by 
virtue of education and training, irrespective 
of caste, is the alpha and omega of their belief. 
The Vedas are accepted as divinely revealed 
texts while the Puranas are rejected both as 
unauthoritative and redundant. For the Arya 
Samajists there are no temples and temple
worship; nor are the Ramayana and the Maha
bharata and the Bhagwad Gita sacred texts. 
While these are the major demands of the 
creed in practice there is much overlapping. 



The person who is an absolutely strict Arya 
Samajist is rare. 

The Hindis and Tamils have been responsible 
for the building of the majority of t~ temples. 
These are dedicated to Vishnu and Shiva, 
under one of their numerous manifestations. 
In some of the temples no dividing line is 
drawn and both Shiva and Vishnu are housed 
under one roof. The Tamil counterpart is the 
Soobramaniar Temple. Temples to Vishnu are 
either called Vishnu Temples or are dedicated 
to Rama or Radha and Krishna. Until recently 
the Gujaratis in Durban had no particular 
temple of their own. Now they have a privately 
built one. Many Hindus have a private shrine 
for family worship. In most Tamil and Telegu 
homes a room or a portion of a room is set 
aside for the Kamatchi Lamp which is lit 
ceremonially every evening. 

A deity which, though Tamil in origin, com
mands a great deal of reverence from Tamils, 
Telegus and Hindis alike is Mariammen, whose 
shrines spread far and wide across the country. 
The largest one is at Isipingo. It has a nation
wide reputation. Mariammen is the aspect or 
manifestation of Parvati, the consort of Shiva, 
in which she controls, governs and spreads 
smallpox. Mariamma literally means the God
dess of the Pox. To anyone who is acquainted 
with the havoc which smallpox causes in India 
every year, even in these days of advancing 
science it is not difficult to understand why a 
manifestation of a major deity should occasion 
so much respect and reverence, awe and fear. 
Mariammen is associated with death and people 
seek to propitiate her with blood, and so the 
animal sacrifices. It was not unnatural for the 
Tamils to bring over with them from their 
native villages the worship of Mariammen. 
They built shrines to her and were joined by 
the Hindis who recognised in Mariammen 
their own Mata Mai, again Mother of the Pox, 
and so Tamil, Telegu and Hindi worshipped 
in common, offering blood to propitiate the 
wrath of the Mother of the Pox. The Guja
ratis, too, worship their Sith/a Mata, also 
literally the Mother of the Pox, bm without 
blood. To-day profound changes are taking 
place and propitiation with blood is giving way 
to purer forms of worship. 

There are many rites and rituals and observ
ances which belong to a particular group. In 
mid-January the Tamils celebrate the Pongol or 
Harvest Festival. At about the same time the 
Telegus have their Festival of the Manes. 
These are followed by Kavady and Fire-walk-
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ing. Kavady is Tamil in or1gm but a large 
number of Telegus and not a few Hindis and 
one or two Gujaratis take part in it. 

The Tamils celebrate their own New Year 
some time in mid-April. The Telegu new year 
follows. The Telegus reckon their . new year 
against a solar calendar while the Tamils do 
so against a lunar one. There was a time when 
the Hindis celebrated their new year with a 
great deal of fun and merriment. But Holi
or Phagua as it was commonly known--has 
lost its attraction and so the Hindi new year 
is ushered in without much note being taken 
of it. The Gujaratis are the only people who 
celebrate Holi now, observing it as a day of 
prayer. In the reckoning of time and in the 
determination of auspicious moments or hours 
in time, the moon and the motions of the 
planets play a vital part for the Hindu. The 
new moon and the full moon has each its par
ticular significance. 

One of the most distinct pujas of the Hindis, 
if not the most distinctive-is the Sri Sath
narian Katha and the Mahabir Swami-ki
Jhanda. This is a private puja, sacred to 
Hanuman and Vishnu and is observed as a 
thanksgiving. Guests are invited, prasad and 
food prepared and after the formal raising of 
the red standard in honour of Mahabir or 
Hanuman; the recital of the legend inculcating 
virtues follows. The ceremony is in two dis
tinct parts, the Jhanda and the Katha, but 
generally they are performed together, the 
Jhanda preceding the Katha. Sanatani Guja
ratis also perform this puja. It has no fixed 
point on the calendar. It is performed on any 
day of the week which is sacred to Hanuman 
and is invariably the result of a vow. 

In September-October every year the ortho
dox Tamil abstains from flesh and fish for a 
full month or more. This is the month of 
Partassi. Pujas are performed every Saturday 
during this month. Telegus, too, observe Par
tassi but not for the same reasons. The 
Hindis have their equivalent in the Pitar Paksh 
but the period of abstinence from meat and 
fish is shorter, about a fortnight. For the 
Tamils and the Hindis the abstinence and the 
accompanying pujas a'6,. in reverence of the 
manes of the departed \'ho, according to the 
orthodox, keep benevolent watch over the 
affairs of their mortal kin and so are revered 
in turn by the living. 

Marriage to all linguistic groups is an in
dissoluble religious bond but the details of the 
solemnisation vary not only from group to 

group but in this country, because of t~e 
vicissitudes of a hundred years, from family 
to family. The core possibly is the same 
whether it is Tamil. Telegu, Hindi or Gujarati. 
It is always possible to identify a South Indian 
wedding, that is P. Tamil or Telegu one, for 
the banana trees tied to the entrance of the 
marriage home or hall proclaim the fact to the 
world. Among the Hindis the marriage takes 
place at the home of the bride but among the 
Tamils and the Telegus the girl proceeds to 
the home of the groom for the marriage. Sana
tani Hindis and Gujaratis require that the 
marriage be solemnised by a priest of Brahmin 
birth, nothing less. The Tamils and the Tele
gus make no such demand nor do the Arya 
Samajist Hindis. The rules of exogamous and 
endogamous bars vary from group to group. 
The Hindis set their face rigidly against mar
riage between parties related_ even dista1!-tly by 
marriage, leave alone any sign of re!ation by 
blood. First-cousin marriages are stnctly pro
hibited. Among the Tamils the prohibition is 
not so firm. Much of the prohibition has to 
give way to demands of modern life. 

Death gives rise to differing consequences. 
No fire is lit nor any cooking done in a Hindu 
home in which there is a corpse awaiting dis
posal. Tea or food required for th~ c~ildren 
is provided by neighbours. The Hmd1s and 
Gujaratis insist on cremation where there are 
facilities. The Tamils and Telegus generally 
bury their dead. The Tamils, Telegus and 
Hindis abstain from meat and fish after a 
death. The return to meat-eating is a formal 
affair among the Tamils and Telegus. The 
Telegus perform the major purificatory and 
conciliatory ceremonies on the seventh day 
after the death or on any odd day after that. 
The Hindis have theirs on the tenth or the 
thirteenth day, and so do the Gujaratis. The 
Tamils have theirs on the sixteenth day. In 
the case of the Tamils and the Telegus a widow 
has her thali or bottu, her marriage insignia, 
removed formally on the eve of the major cere
mony. The ceremonies connected with death 
are performed on the banks of a river or on 
the sea-shore. Common to all is the invitation 
to lunch on this day. Among the Tamils the 
Samandhi, the father-in-law of one's son or 
daughter, provides the first meat-meal after a 
death. 

In matters of food the immigrant Hindus 
are not vegetarian as a body although there are 
a number who abstain from fish and flesh. 
While they eat meat, they eschew beef and 
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pork. The Gujaratis are generally vegetarian 
but there are many among them who eat meat 
and fish. The Tamils and Telegus are a rice
eating people. The Tamils have a predilection 
for the bay or curry-leaves as they call them. 
And they serve payasam and papad at their 
weddings. The Hindis are rice-eating if they 
come from Bihar or maize-meal- and flour
eating if they come from western and northern 
Uttar Pradsh. The Gujaratis are a rice- and 
wheat flour-eating group. It is the general 
practice in their homes for both rice and roti 
made of wheaten flour to be served at the 
same meal. With the Tamils, Telegus and 
Hindis either rice or roti is eaten, not both at 
the same meal. All groups use spices and 
masalas but the type and quantity used give 
the food of each group a distinctive flavour. 
There is, however, to-day much overlapping 
in the matter of food. 

The men of all the groups have more or less 
completely abandoned their native costume. 
Some of the older ones do retain traces of 
their native dress generally the headgear. 
The Hindu women have, however, retained 
their native apparel and from their ornaments 
and dress it is generally possible to tell whether 
they are Tamil, Telegu, Hindi or Gujarati. 
The younger generation of women is tending 
to adopt standard styles and fashions in the 
draping of the sari but each language group 
has some distinguishing feature in dress or 
ornament. Every Tamil woman wears the 
sari over the left shoulder and a South Indian 
woman who wears it over the right shoulder 
must be Telegu. The married Tamil and Tele
gu women always wear a yellow cord round 
their necks. To this is attached the thali or 
bottu. While the cord is visible and is an 
emphatic and intended proclamation of the 
status of a married woman, the actual thali 
is never exhibited. The Hindi women gen
erally keep their heads covered in the presence 
of elders and strangers. The young generation 
goes through the motions of doing so. The 
Gujarati women are marked by their gaily
printed cotton saris which they drape in a 
distinctive manner. 

To examine in detail the fascinating panor
ama of language, dress, food, customs, rituals 
and pujas that is the Hindu community of 
South Africa would require a whole book. 
While each of the four groups has its distinc
tive markings, constant change and innovation 
are taking place. Although there is much over
lapping in customs and rituals greater educa-



tion and advance in the English language has 
stirred the separate linguistic consciousness of 
each group and so Tamil, Telegu, Hindi and 
Gujarati are being studied with renewed zeal 
and care. Separate religious and cultural 
buildings and institutions are being put up. 
Where fifty years, even thirty years, ago the 
common adjective in cultural, social and reli
gious activity was Hindu, or even Indian it is 
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now Tamil, Telegu or Andhra, Hindi, Surtee 
Hindu and Kathiawadi Hindu. With education 
has come greater fragmentation and isolation 
and yet there is the remarkable recognition of 
the fact that all are Hindus. On the occasion 
of the hundredth anniversary of their arrival 
and first settlement in South Africa the Hindus 
find themselves in momentous stirrings of reli
gious, cultural and linguistic activity. 

<Cl.e ~ioneer~ on 11.e <Cruro 

anJ 11.e <IJel~eJere 
by SAMMERJITH S. SINGH 

THE first batch of indentured Indians arrived 
in Natal in the paddle-steamer, the S.S. 

"Truro " The ship left Madras on October 
13, 1860, and reached Durban on November 
16,-1860. The disembarkation took place on 
November 17. The boat weighed approxi
mately 1,970 gross tons and was about 217 
feet long. The passengers slept in open berths. 

The ages of the immigrants were :-

Up to 10 years . 
11 - 15 years . 
16 - 20 years 
21 - 30 years 
31 - 40 years 
41 - 50 years 
Over 50 years 

Male Female Total 
24 25 49 
21 13 34 
32 17 49 

104 48 152 
53 8 61 

3 2 5 

227 113 342 

Two labourers who were recruited for Natal 
absconded before they left Madras. 

The youngest male child to leave Madras 
was one-month old, Syed Hossain. 

The youngest female child to leave Madras 
was two-months old, Lazaramah Chimen. 

The oldest male immigrant was 46-year old 
Migale Parian, who was assigned to Mr. H. J. 
Hunter. He returned to India on the "Red 
Riding Hood" on February 13, 1871. 

The oldest female immigrant was 46-year 
old Cencamah Paloo, who was assigned to Mr. 
R. J. Kennedy, after whom Kennedy Road, in 
Clare Estate, is named. She also returned to 
India in the "Red Riding Hood" on February 
13, 1871. 

The last of the immigrants, Vencatramiah, 
who arrived as a one-year-old boy, died in 
Natal on April 16, 1946. 
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Although the caste of the immigrants was 
supposed to be recorded what was actually 
recorded was a mixture of castes and religion 
with a little over one-fifth having neither caste 
nor religion indicated. The records show 101 
Gentoos, apparently Hindus; 78 Malabars, 61 
Christians, 16 Muslims, 1 Rajput and 1 
Marathee. 

Of this historic batch of immigrants, 100 
returned to India, 78 obtained " licences to 
quit the colony", and 72 settled in the colony. 
For 88 no records have been kept. One " died 
in barracks in Durban " and one " absconded 
from barracks in Durban ". 

The second batch reached Durban from 
Calcutta on November 26, 1860, on the S.S. 
Belvedere. The immigrants were accommo
dated on "the whole of the between decks". 

The ages of these immigrants were :

Infants 
Up to 10 years ... 
11 - 15 years . . 
16 - 20 years . 
21 - 30 years 
31 - 40 years . 
41 - 50 years 

Over 50 years 

Male Female Total 
4 4 8 

30 16 46 
21 8 29 
49 22 71 

121 31 152 
33 7 40 

2 3 5 

260 91 351 

The oldest male immigrant was 41-year-old 
Vumtoo Urjoon, who was assigned to Mr. A. 
B. Kennedy. He died in the Colony in 1862. 

The oldest female immigrant was 49-year
old Cubloseea Daynan, who was assigned to 
Mr. E. P. Lamport. She died in the Colony 
in 1861. 

The last of the immigrants, Bissoon Chau
maroo, died in Natal on August 2, 1933. 




