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INTRODUCTION 

The publication of Guest and Sellers book Enterprise and 

Exploitation in a Victorian Colony _in 1985 represents an 

important milestone in the historiography of Natal in that it 

is the first collection of essays, focusing on specific 

social and economic characteristics and phenomena of colonial 

society in Natal, to come out this decade. 

•The economic and social history of colonial Natal cannot be 

described as a neglected field. During the last fifty years 

numerous monographs, many in the form of unpublished theses, 

have been produced on particular aspects of colonial society 

and its economy. In the pages of more than a dozen books 

A.F. Hattersley provided some graphic insights into the lives 

and achievements of the white settler community. The work of 

A.T. Bryant, Eileen Krige, J.D. Omer-Cooper, Shula Marks and 

Jeff Guy has led to a better understanding of the history and 

social structure of the indigenous Black population 

Leonard Thompson, Mabel Palmer and Hilda Kuper collectively 

performed a similar function in relation to the region's 

Indian community, whose history has been further explored by 

Bridglal Pachai, Surendra Bhana and Joy Brain••. 

While most of the broad outlines have been drawn, there is 

considerable detail that still needs to be filled in. In an 

attempt to this L and H Heydenrych have examined the 

development of port facilities and a railway network 2 in 

the colony; B. Ellis has examined the environmental impact of 

the white settlers,3 Ballard and Lenta have provided an 
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_verview of agriculture. between 1860 and 1909. 4 It is on 

the latter that I wish to base my study. More specifically, 

I attend to address myself to two cash crop enterprises, that 

were part and parcel of a drive towards crop experimentation 

and environmental suitability : coffee and arrowroot. 

The intention was that transit trade and the heavy 

import-orientation associated with it, should become an 

appendage to, rather than the backbone of the 5 economy. 

The absence of viable mineral resources, meant that the 

economic independence and prosperity of the colony would have 

to be built on agricultural development. By the 1900' s 

although Natal had built a staple export around her sugar 

. d 7 1n ust ry, she had largely failed to fulfill the broader 

intention of economic independence and prosperity. 

In focusing on the rationale behind such endeavours, and the 

causes of their failure ( in particular, as it re lat es to the 

coffee and arrowroot industries), I have limited my field of 

study to white rural history. Hopefully it will, to a 

limited extent, be complementary to studies that have focused 

on the evolving black peasantry, 8 and on the success of the 

sugar industry. 9 In essence, this study is an examination 

of two white agricultural failures. 

lead to this are as follows 

The contentions that 

( 1) That the nature and future of the coffee and arrowroot 

industries was largely determined by the delimiting 

nature of agricultural experimentation. 
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(2) That agricultural failures tended to intensify settler 

pressure 

peasantry. 

exerted on an economically independent 

The latter's capacity to withhold their 

labour from wage labour market, was perceived by many 

planters as being a contributory factor in the decline 

of the coffee industry. 

(3) An examination of the nature of the coffee and arrowroot 

industries highlights the extent of the problems which 

generally hampered economic development, that is, the 

inadequacy of port faclities, railways, public works 

like roads and bridges, and the shortage of land, labour 

and capital. The extent to which these problems were 

minimised, comparatively speaking, by competing 

producers elsewhere in the world, tended to place 

Natal's exports at a disadvantage, and partially 

contributed to the failure of her coffee and arrowroot 

productions to gain a strong foothold in international 

markets. 

( 4) Thus, a study of agricultural failures also throws into 

sharp relief the market dynamics entailed in attempts to 

establish an export-based economy, and more particularly 

the vulnerability of the coffee and rrowroot industries 

to the vagaries of international supply and demand 

patterns. 

Thus, the underlying assumption of this paper is that failure 

is as much a component of the past, as is success. But an 

evaluation of failure can only take place within the context 
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of an examination of the intentions of the protagonists. 

For the majority of planters, their intentions focused 

primarily on agricultural production for an international 

market. 10 A relatively small percentage of the crop was 

retailed for domestic consumption. But, as in the case of 

coffee, this was not always sufficient to satisfy local 

demand, and so coffee was imported at the same time as it was 

exported. 11 Therefore, export trade did not necessarily 

imply a surplus production. 

The significance of the coffee and arrowroot industries lies 

in the considerable enthusiasm and optimism that was attached 

to their prospects during the early years of agricultural 

development. This was based partly on the fact that the 

value accrued from arrowroot exports, superseded that of 

sugar until 1860. Despite this eclipse, arrowroot continued 

to be an important export article until the mid-1870s. 

An interesting feature of coffee production, is that in the 

early years of high hopes and optimism, a number of farmers 

opted for coffee production over and above that of sugar 

despite the good returns received by farmers of sugar. An 

examination of the reasons for this casts light on the 

problems facing the early sugar industry, in particular 

capital outlay, land and labour requirements which differed, 

in some areas, differed quite significantly from those of 

coffee and arrowroot. 
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Finally, what remains to be discussed are the problems 

encountered in doing the research for th is essay. Ballard 

has highlighted some of the problems associated with the 

statistical data on the colony for the period from the 1850's 

to 1880:s : 

II the reliability of statistical returns hinged on two 

factors: first, the ability of the colonial administration to 

establish effective proceedings for the collection and 

presentation of data; second, the diligence with which 

individual colonial officials went about compiling their 

returns. With regard to the mer its of the colonial 

administration, it must be pointed out that the levels of 

accuracy improved as the number of officials and departmental 

budgets grew in size Before the early 1860's 

record-keeping was very primitive and based on estimates ... 

official returns were conspicuous for their haphazard 

arrangement and the absence of data for some categories 

The growth of Natal's population and economy is reflected in 

the more elaborate and sophisticated record keeping of the 

(later) colonial government. 1113 

Even as late as the 1870's, official returns and magistrates 

reports tended to be conf 1 i ct ing, especially as regards the 

number of manufacturing industries, acreage under cultivation 

and estimated quantities reaped. 

The effect of these research problems on this essay, has been 

to limit the use of statistics to the extent that at the 

most, they only reflect trends and estimates. This gives 
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rise to the questioning of the validity of using inaccurate 

statistics that may be misleading as regards the actual 

historical situation. It is my contention that, in the 

absence of at her sources of information, statistical records 

have to be used, if only to raise suggest ions and 

possiblit ies. If used cautiously these records, however 

inadequate, can contribute to one's understanding of the 

coffee and arrowroot industries in Natal. 

With regard to the unavailability of sources, especially on 

arrowroot, the difficulties encountered were considerable. 

Apart from magistrates reports, contempory works and Blue 

Books, there was not much else to draw from. It was 

particularly difficult to obtain information on other world 

producers of arrowroot, for example West Indies, Brazil and 

Java. 

Another problem encountered, was in evaluating the nature of 

and the trends within the international market for arrowroot 

and coffee. The unavailability, in South Africa, at least, 

of comparative statistical data on imports into Britain and 

on price fixings, made it difficult to assess Natal's 

productive capacity in relation to other world producers. 

The issues and questions arising out of this, still needs to 

be researched. 

As a result of these difficulties much of the information in 

this essay was drawn from contempory works, Natal Blue Books, 

newspapers and other secondary material. My argument 

therefore remains suggestive rather than conclusive. 
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Chapter 1 deals with the context in which the emergent coffee 

and arrowroot industries were found. It addresses itself to 

the reasons for and the nature of cash crop experimentation 

in the colony; and the limitations that commercial farmers 

had to deal with. It is my contention that inadequate port 

and railway facilities and the difficulties encountered in 

obtaining land, labour and capital, while not causing the 

decline of coffee and arrowroot industries, limited their 

expansion 

industries. 

and rendered them vulnerable to crises in the 

Chapter 2 deals specifically with the nature of 

the arrowroot industry; the extent to which it was adapted to 

suit the limitations imposed on it; and the demise of the 

industry with the decline in world market demands. Chapter 3 

deals with the nature of the coffee industry; the extent to 

which it was able to deal with the limitations placed upon it 

and thereby offer an alternative to sugar production; and 

finally, the decline of the industry in the wake of problems 

both internal and external to the industry. 

"Since its 

land and 

activites 

inception as a British colony in 1843, Natal's 

society have been profoundly influenced by the 

of the agricultural sector. The historical 

evolution of farming communities during Natal's colonial era 

(1843 - 1909) was a complex process, a process of development 

that saw the introduction of commercial agriculture alongside 

the continued maintenance of a pre-colonial subsistence-based 

farming system. The colonial period also witnessed the 

linkage of Natal's agricultural economy with international 

market forces and the introduction, through the British 

imperial economic system, of alternative sources of cheap 
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food stuffs, farm labour and a new farming community in the 

form of Indian immigrants - and a wide variety of seeds, 

plants, livestock and implements than had hitherto not 

existed in the region." 14 

Thus, in essence, the aim of this study, is an exploration of 

the evolving nature of white agriculture between the 1850's 

and the 1880' s as evidenced in the rise and decline of the 

coffee and arrowroot industries. 
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CHAPTER 1 

AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENTATION AND THE PROBLEMS INVOLVED IN IT 

It is the concern of this chapter to explore the broader 

in which the coffee and arrowroot industries con text 

emerged. That is, the factors that made their emergence 

possible, while also limiting the scale of their expansion. 

" ... During the early colonial period (1845 - 1860) white 

settler farmers attempted to come to grips with Natal's 

environment and its possibilities for agriculture through 

much experimentation that 

punctuated by failure. 111 

was, more 

Coffee and 

often than 

arrowroot 

not, 

were 

products of this experimental drive - both passed the test of 

environmental suitability, only to fall prey to other 

pressures and forces. It is my intention to approach this 

emergence and decline on the levels of the general ( in this 

chapter) and the particular (in subsequent chapters). 

In this chapter, I address myself to 3 questions 

(1) Why did this agricultural experimentation take place? 

(2) What was the nature of this experimentation? 

(3) Having established the environment suitability of a 

crop type, what were the limitations that circumscribed 

the expansion of these crop industries. 
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I. The reasons that motivated crop experimentation in the 

coastal belt 

"Between 1824 and the early 1860's the activities of the 

hunter-trader dominated the economy of Natal. Given the 

serious obstacles to many forms of enterprise a 

shortage of capital, an absence of transport and 

communications infrastructure, high prices for land, 

little or no government support and an insignificant 

white population 2 the early settlers found that 

hunting and trading offered more profitable returns and 

required a much smaller investment than farming". 3 

But from the mid-1850' s onwards, there appears to have 

been increased doubts as to the continued viability of 

such a hunter-trader economy. 

Crop experimentation was largely motivated by the 

intention of developing a 'staple export' on which the 

economic prosperity of the colony could be built. 4 It 

was argued that th is would best be obtained by 

establishing cash crop industries best suited to the 

bioclimatic conditions of the colony. Agriculture was 

both a viable and a necessary option because of the 

following factors : 

(1) The limitations of a trade-based economy. 

(2) The natural advantages the bioclimatic zone of the 

coastal belt offered to agriculturalists. 

( 3) The socio-economic impact of an influx of 

immigrants from the late 1850's. 
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(1) Economic survival up until the 1860's at least, was 

dependent on the continuation of a limited trade 

with the Zulu, 5 and the transit trade with the 

Boer Republics 6 . The effects of this economic 

dependence was two-fold. It bolstered the number 

of people involved in trade and transport-related 

activities and it also fed a sense of economic 

insecurity and vulnerability among a number of 

Natalians. 7 The latter was based on the settlers 

inability to secure their own fortunes. 

Another contributory factor to the economic 

transition, was the fact that by the early 1860's 

the wildlife resources in the colony had been 

considerably reduced, in particular the herds of 

elephants. 8 The foundations of the hunter-trader 

economy were being steadily 

alternative had to be found. 9 

eroded, and an 

Furthermore, the value of imports in to the colony 

had reached £354 987 by 1860, as opposed to the 

export value of £139 69810. For the same year 

this trend showed every indication of continuing 

during the boom years of 1860 to 186411. A 

number of settlers, including the editor of The 

Natal Mercury expressed serious misgivings as to 

this imbalance in trade. They feared that the 

widening discrepancy between the value of imports 

and exports indicated an over-spending on the part 

of the settlers, and might result in a financial 
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slump in the colony. 12 

In order to rectify th is trade imbalance, and to 

increase Natal's economic self-sufficiency, the 

Natal Settlers need to stimulate exportation and to 

develop an indigenous source of capital. The 

absence of viable mineral resources, 13 meant that 

the settlers would have to rely on agricultural 

development for an export-market. 

(2) The coastal belt is the "bioclimatic zone adjacent 

to the coast and penetrating inland for 15 - 65 km 

at an altitude no higher 

abundance of natural 

than 400 m. nl4 

possibilities, 

The 

made 

agriculture an obvious choice in this zone. Not 

only did Port Natal offer a fine, natural 

harbour, 15 the belt included an abundance of 

fertile, apparantly unoccupied land, covered with 

luxuriant bush. 16 Drainage was good, and the 

rainfall was high with an average of between 

900 + 1500 mm p.a. 17 "The hills run NE and SW so 

that with belts across, the plants will be secure 

from both winds."18 It was perceived as being 

" supereminen tly the region of tropical 

produce." 19 

Early settlers reported that land was available at 

low prices. 20 There was also reputedly " •.. 

natives in abundance on the land, and these are 

employed in a manner and upon terms which make all 
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parties prefer hiring them to European labour." 21 

(3) The immigrants (who came out in the late 1840's and 

early 1850's) brought with them fresh enthusiasm 

and determination; different skills and abilities; 

a spirit of enterprise 

willingness to create a 

and 

new 

initiative; and the 

way of life. 22 To a 

limited extent, their influx bolstered the size of 

the local markets. Furthermore, having come from a 

developed and industr ia Ii sed nation, they brought 

with them a preference for commercial-orientated 

enterprise and strong attachments to the 

mother-country." But, to a reflective mind, that 

these all (wool, cattle, wheat, peas, beans, etc.) 

relate only to local markets, and can be carried 

on, at best, to only a small extent; whereas for 

the colony to really and permanently prosper, there 

must be some exports for the English markets. If 

this can be managed, then whatever is produced will 

in every year, be increased in value, wh i 1st the 

most successful modes of production will be a 

gradual discovery." 23 

II The nature of crop experimentation 

This appears to have been largely haphazard, 

individualistic, experiential and particularised in 

terms of the geophysical conditions of each farm. The 

farming practises and techniques, implements and 
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seeds 24 and {by implication the technical knowledge) 

that the new immigrants brought to the colony proved to 

be generally inappropriate to Natal conditions. On the 

whole agricultural development was severely hampered by 

a lack of particular knowledge and experience on the 

part of the settlers. 

a combination of 

Good returns tended to be due to 

luck, trial and error and the 

individual farmer's ability to adapt to local conditions. 

The main reasons for this rest on the absence of any 

means of co-ordinating the activities of different 

farmers, or consolidating any available knowledge. 

There was 

agricultural 

agricultural 

dessiminating 

no agricultural 

research until 

body with the 

knowledge or 

assistance to farmers. 

officer 

the 

to 

1890's 

centralise 

express 

to offer 

and 

purpose 

advice 

no 

of 

and 

The relatively high agriculture failure rate is 

indicated by slow agricultural development and the large 

number of insolvency cases especially during the years 

of economic slump in the second half of the 1860's.25 

The process of experimentation was ad hoc and generally 

incomplete. It is possible to argue that the intention 

was the discovery of crop types most suited to the 

coastal belt conditions. Only to a limited extent, and 

in a few instances, did it extend to incorporate 

possible means and methods to improve yields. 26 Thus 

it was crop rather than agricultural experimentation. 
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In these terms, by the 1860's, both arrowroot and coffee 

were established as successful crop types. By the 

1870's arrowroot, and the 1880's coffee, had both 

failed. An examination of the causes of this for both 

crops respectively, raised questions as to the nature 

and the effectiveness of crop experimentation. 

I II. The 1 imitations that hampered agricultural development 

in the second half of the nineteenth century 

The conditions under which the Natal farmers had to 

operate was significant is so far as it served to 

curtail the expansion of the agricultural industries and 

render the latter vulnerable to international market 

fluctuations in prices and demand. The main exception 

was the sugar industry, which managed to survive and 

expand in the wake of high world prices and a sustained 

international demand. With other agricultural 

industries, 

debilitating 

for example, coffee 

economic conditions in 

and arrowroot, 

Natal kept the 

margin of profitability relatively low. Any decline in 

productivity or drop in world prices tended to threaten 

the economic viability of the industry. The absence of 

state financial assistance (in the form of loans, 

subsidies, etc) meant that many farmers were forced to 

fall back on their own limited capital resources. 

Inadequate transport facilities, a shortage of land and 

labour and insufficient capital resources did not in 
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themselves cause the failure of the arrowroot and coffee 

industries. In limiting the expansion of these 

industries, these factors did reduce the possiblities of 

success while not rendering failure inevitable. As 

such, they warrant some discussion in this essay. 

A) The Natal Government and Agricultural Development 

To a 1 imi ted extent the Natal Government tried to 

promote agricultural development. They imposed a 

regulation on imported agricultural duty-free 

implements and manufacturing machinery. 27 They 

tariff unsuccessfully attempted to negotiate a 

agreement with the Cape Government to allow customs 

concessions on Natal agricultural produce exported to 

the Cape. 28 They also campaigned for Natal farmers 

to present the highest quality produce at 

agricultural shows, with the intention of exhibiting 

the best in the colony at International Exhibitions 

in London {1862) and Paris {1867). 29 

Despite those endeavours, the Legislative Council's 

calculated intention of promoting the transit trade 

with the inland Republics indirectly disadvantaged 

the planters. 

{1) The limited financial resources of the Natal 

Government imposed certain constraints on the 

assistance they were able to offer the planter. 
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In giving priority to the transit trade, a 

considerable proportion of government revenue 

was allocated to repairing inland bridges and to 

the extending of the main railway line from 

Pietermaritzburg to 

completed in 1886). 30 

Ladysmith (which was 

(2) Due to these financial constraints the railway 

link from Durban did not reach the Transvaal 

border until the early 1890's, despite sustained 
31 settler pressure from the 1860's onwards. 

These constraints, plus the priority given to 

transit trade, resulted in the curtailing of the 

railway development of the coastal belt. By 

1875, the railway branch lines had been extended 

only as far north as Verulam and as far south as 

Isipingo. 32 Sugar and coffee farmers in the 

Tugela and Inanda Divisions benefitted 

substantially in terms of the time taken and 

cost involved in marketing their produce. It is 

not surprising therefore, that these di vis ions 

had the most acres under cultivation in the 

entire coastal belt.33 

Conversely, the agricultural development of the 

'lower' coastal districts was considerably 

hampered by the absence of railway lines. 

Between 1862 and 1882, acreage under cultivation 

in the Lower Omkomanzi District increased by 
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530%, as opposed to a 471% increase in the 

I nan da Div i s i on • In terms of actual acreage, 

this amounted to an increase of 572 acres in the 

former as opposed to an increase of 1853 acres 

in the latter. 34 

The isolation of the farms; distance from 

markets and difficulties encountered in ox-wagon 

transportation were off-set by the deficiency in 

railway linkage. While the first two are self

explanatory, the latter requires some discussion. 

It was not until 1859 that a bridge was erected 

across the Umgeni, thus enabling produce from 

the southern districts 

Durban. 35 By the late 

to safely 

1860's and 

reach 

early 

1870 's, ferrymen had been posted by the Natal 

Government to key punting points across most of 

the major rivers crossing the coastal belt. 36 

This had the advantage of ensuring greater 

safety when crossing these rivers for at least 

nine months of the year (the remaining three 

months fell during the summer rainfall period 

when these rivers were prone to flooding). But 

most of these punts could only carry two horses, 

or one wagon, (or parts thereof). 37 

Ox-wagon transportation was subject to further 

limitations. 

ox-wagon was 

The carrying capacity of the 

limited to approximately two 
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tons. 38 As a means of 

tended to be unreliable, 

transportation it 

being subject to 

natural factors. While the summer rainfall 

period ensured good pasture land for draught 

animals, 

flooding 

hazardous. 

it tended to be characterised by 

rivers which made crossing them 

In the winter months, when the 

rivers were passable, the pasture land was 

scarce. 39 Finally, cattle disease could 

decimate herds of draught animals. 

( 3) Another debilitating factor was the inadequate 

development of Port Natal. It was not until 

1904 that the first mai 1 steamer was able to 

enter the Bay. 40 "As a lagoon it enjoyed some 

natural advantages over the open harbours at 

Port Elizabeth, but its emergence as a major 

port was retarded by the colony's fluctuating 

financial conditions and initial undevelopment, 

as well as the lack of strategic or commercial 

importance to the empire as a whole. Not least, 

Port Natal harbour posed a major engineering 

challenge in the form of a hazardous sand bank 

across its mouth which, for most of the century, 

obliged all but the smallest of seagoing vessels 

to anchor in the outer bay where they were often 

exposed to heavy gales and swells."41 

As a result of these factors, overseas trade was 

severely hampered. The small vessels that were 
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able to enter the port, carried the bulk of 

Natal's trade, but they were unsuitable for 

transoceanic travel. Because of this, Cape Town 

came to serve as a half-way point where freight 

from Natal could be loaded onto ocean-going 

vessels, and vice versa. This led to countless 

delays; the imposition of a double customs duty 

on freight, payable both in Port Natal and Cape 

Town; and the charging of high levies on small 

coastal vessels entering Port Nata1. 42 

By the 1870's little had changed. Delays and 

shipwrecks continued to be commonplace; port 

charges were out of date; and shipping companies 

sti 11 using the port were losing money because 

of inadequate f aci li ti es and increasing 

costs. 43 

The effect of this on the farmer, was to 

increase his marketing costs, and render such 

marketing subject to delay and irretrievable 

damage in the event of shipwreck. Despite this, 

planters continued to export the bulk of their 

produce. 

Thus the inadequacy of the financial resources 

of the Natal Government limited the development 

of transport facilities •. Consequently the link 

between the farmers in the Natal hinterland and 

the international markets in England remained 
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tenuous. This slowed down the fulfillment of 

the settlers intention of developing a staple 

export. 

B. Land 

By the 1870's there were frequent complaints by 

settlers, of a shortage of land. II a popultion 

of 20 000 whites and 30 000 blacks were living in a 

colony characterised by vast tracts of unoccupied 

territory, 

allocation 

the outcome 

that had 

Voortrekkers. 1144 

of a system of 

originated with 

Ballard and Lenta have argued that " 

land 

the 

the 

concentration of the best farm-lands in the hands of 

land companies and absentee landlords prevented many 

of the poorer settlers from owning anything but 

sub-marginal and thus uneconomical land - far away 

in many cases, from essential water-supplies or the 

main markets in towns. 11 45 

The Governments policy of granting crown land to 

mission stations, and Shepstone's Native policy of 

Reserves were perceived as further limiting the land 

available to white farmers. The latter came under 

almost continuous attack from settlers partly 

because the land specified as Native locatons was 

alienated solely for African use, and partly because 
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it was perceived as the means of 'locking up' the 

labour supply. 

In the interests of a continuous supply of 

government revenue from hut taxes; the continued 

stability of a relatively peaceful local African 

population; and continued good relations with 

Britain, the Legislative Council refused to make 

inroads into either the Reserve system or to reduce 

the size of the Reserves. 46 They did, however, 

attempt to introduce a land tax in 1866, aimed 

mainly at the absentee landlords, but it was 

ineffective and haphazardly implemented. 

In an attempt to make available more land for 

agricultural development, the Natal Land and 

Colonisation Company and Messrs Hand E Stainbank of 

Coedmore, attempted to introduce a scheme for the 

leasing of land on terms that would be favourable to 

most immigrants. At Coedmore, prospective coffee 

planters could lease land for the first five years 

free of charge, the only expenses incurred would be 

those arising out of the cultivation of coffee. The 

second five years, the lease was to be 10s per acre, 

and the tenant was to engage in "some permanent work 

on the land such as the main drainage, road or 

bridge building, or erecting a line fence •.. at the 

choice of the tenant with the consent of the 

landlord ... It is a condition that the tenant have 

sufficient capital to plant the place, and that he 
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manufacture his coffee at Coedmore Mills we, however 

undertake not to charge more than the current 

rates. 1147 

While schemes of this sort contained considerable 

promise, they do not appear to have become 

widespread, and there is no reference to the success 

or otherwise, of them. There continued to be a 

shortage of good farm land, accompanied by 

relatively high prices on the remaining land, 

throughout the last half of the nineteenth century. 

This limited the expansion of acreage under 

cultivation and meant that farmers could not abandon 

impoverished soil for virgin soil as was possible in 

Brazil. The total number of acres under cultivation 

remained delimited by Reserve land and land owned by 

speculation companies. 

In forcing the poorer farmers to settle on 

submarginal and uneconomical land, this situation 

increased their likelikhood of farming failures. 

Both of these effects were to have significance for 

the coffee and arrowroot industries. 

C) Labour 

In Natal there developed an apparent anomaly between 

the abundance of local Natives on the land, and the 
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constant shortage of labour. This perception on the 

part of settlers had been fed by the 

exaggerated 

colonists. 

many 

and inaccurate accounts by early 

For example . " there are natives in 

abundance on the land, and these are employed in a 

manner and upon terms which make all parties prefer 

hiring them to European labour." 48 

The general failure of these expectations to 

materialise constituted as much an actual shortage 

as a perceived shortage. There were frequent 

complaints by Resident Magistrates : "A constant 

flow of steady labour is of vital importance to the 

welfare of this division; the occasional rush of 

hands at inopportune moments is of small avail, if 

not entirely useless to the agriculturalists; indeed 

on account of this great need, crops are frequently 

known to either deteriorate for want of the 

necessary attention during growth, or to rot on the 

ground at maturity. 11 39 The scarcity of labour of 

a reliable character appears to retard much progress 

on the plantations."50 

In essence then, the labour needs of an aspirant 

commercial white agriculturalist were defined in 

terms of : 

( 1) an adequate supply of cheap labour, especially 

at harvesting time; 

(2) labour on a long-term, preferably contractual 

basis, to ensure a controlled and reliable 
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labour force: 

(3) long-term contracts were necessary to instal 

varying levels of skills in the labour force. 

This varied from unskilled manual tasks to 

semi-skilled tasks in the manufacturing process 

of sugar, coffee, etc. 

These demands came into conflict with the needs of 

an independent black peasantry. The latter resisted 

absorption into the wage labour market, in order to 

retain their economic independence. This was based 

on their continued access to land on the Reserves, 

mission stations, unalienated tubal land, or as 

tenants on white-owned land. In an attempt to meet 

increased cash demands, mainly in the form of the 

hut tax, they evolved their farming practises from a 

subsistence level in order to produce a marketable 

surplus, 51 acquiring some of the white 

agricultural skills, techniques and implements. 

Despite settler pressure, the Natal Government was 

unwilling to undermine the economic independence of 

the peasantry. However, they did attempt to resolve 

the labour shortage by importing labour. Th is took 

two forms: 

(1) In 1874, Cetshwayo accepted Shepstone's proposal 

for establishing a migrant labour corridor along 

the Zululand coast that would enable Tsonga 

migrants to move freely down into the colony.52 

27 



Although Tsonga labourers were employed by Natal 

planters, they appear to have had only a limited 

effect. Not only was the supply limited, after 

the opening of the Diamond Fields in the 1860's, 

a considerable proportion of the Tsonga labour 

was diverted to the Fields where wages were 

purportedly higher. 

(2) After 1860, they introduced indentured Indian 

labour on a five-year contractual basis. This 

was perceived by many planters as being more 

reliable than local labour. 5 3 This was partly 

because the supply was determined on a long-term 

basis which introduced a measure of stability 

into the labour force, and allowed for the 

acquiring of skills, on the part of some 

Indians. (This was made easier by the fact that 

some Indians on indenture had already had 

experience in farming whilst still in India). 

The Indian labourers gained a reputation as 

being deft pickers and efficient manufacturing 

overseers. A significant feature of this type 

of labour was its semi-controlled nature, made 

possible by the attachment of a criminal 

punishment to the breaking of a contract by an 

Indentured Indian. 

The major disadvantage with this source of labour 

was that it tended to be vulnerable to external 

pressures that could disrupt the supply, as happened 
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between 1866 and 187454 (this contributed to the 

economic slump in the colony in the last half of the 

1860's). Furthermore, the cost involved in 

acquiring this labour was high. It was consequently 

beyond the means of many farmers. 

While this partially-controlled labour market had 

ensured the survival of the sugar industry, it was 

not enough to save the coffee industry, which 

suffered with the labour crises in the late 1860's 

and early 1870's. In contrast, the relatively low 

labour requirements of the arrowroot industry, meant 

that it offered an alternative to other 

labour-intensive agricultural industries. 

Although indentured Indian-labour was crucial to the 

agricultural development of the colony, it was, on 

its own, insufficient to meet the labour demand. 

The remainder was drawn from 

unreliable supply of local labour. 

an irregular and 

Despite, both of 

these sources, demand far exceeded supply throughout 

the nineteenth century. 

D. Capital 

I have previously mentioned the capital resource of 

the Natal-Government. Here, suffice it is to say, 

that a considerable proportion of government 

expenditure on port and railway facilities had been 

29 



financed by foreign loans. The repayment of these 

put a considerable burden on the colony's revenues. 

Consequently, the government was unable to offer 

credit facilities to settlers. The settlers 

therefore had to rely on an indigenous accumulation 

of capital and on their personal capital resources. 

(1) The accumulation of indigenous capital was 

limited and slow in coming. There was not much, 

apart from land and speculation companies, to 

attract overseas investors. Despite this, there 

does appear to have been some investment, 

especially 

B . t . 55 r1 a1n. 

economic 

during 

But 

slump 

this 

in 

the 

was 

the 

boom years in 

followed by an 

late 1860's, that 

witnessed a general withdrawl of investments in 

the colonies, inducing a slump throughout the 

empire. 56 

Apart from over seas investors, the ma in source 

of capital in the colony, derived from the 

Overberg trade. This not only provided for an 

important source of revenue drawn from custom 

duties, it also resulted in the setting up of 

two banks in 1854. There was the Bank of Natal 

with a nominal capital of £10 000, and the Natal 

Bank with a nominal capital of £20 000. Both 

offered credit facilities to the Overberg 

farmer, on the basis of the transit trade 

returns. 
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(2) Personal capital was derived mainly through 

trading, rents and leases on land, or from 

capital brought into 

immigrants. The latter 

the 

was 

colony 

of 

by new 

particular 

importance for the financial survival and future 

prosperity of the immigrant. He had to be able 

to support himself and his family on his own 

capital resources until his first remuneration 

which could take anything from three days in the 

case of an itinerant trader to three years for a 

coffee planter. For those intending to go 

farming, they also had to face delays while 

awaiting the results of surveys done by the 

overworked staff on the colonial 

d .. t t' 57 a m1n1s ra 10n. Then there was the initial 

outlay required for preparing and cultivating 

the land. This included the cost of buying or 

leasing land; clearing the bush; acquiring an 

ox-wagon and draught animals for transport~ 

erecting accomodation; hiring of labour; and 

provision for manufacturing of his crops. It 

was estimated that the first year's expenses for 

a new planter could be anything upwards of 

£200. 58 

The effect of this was to prevent a fair 

proportion 

farming. 

of immigrants from engaging in 

Instead many opted for trading and 

transport riding, at least for their first few 

years in the colony. 
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The limited financial resources in the colony 

also rendered many farmers vulnerable in time of 

crises. The relatively large number of 

insolvencies recorded during the late 1860's 

testify to this. 

E) Markets 

The relatively small white population in the colony 

meant that local markets remained limited in scope 

and in demand, and were easily saturated, both by 

local and imported produce. 

As many planters perceived the export markets as 

providing a greater demand and offering higher 

prices, they geared their production mainly towards 

exportation, 

Europe. 59 

both to Overberg markets and to 

With regard to the Overberg markets, it is difficult 

to ascertain how much of the transit trade to the 

Republics comprised of Natal produce. Nonetheless, 

one of the main importers of Natal produce was the 

Cape, 60 which in turn exported to the Diamond 

Fields. Thus, Natal coffee planters indirectly 

benefitted from the diamond discoveries. At the 

same, the Cape was also importing from Brazil and 

the decline in the Natal coffee industry enabled 

Brazil coffee dealers to dominate the Diamond Field 

trade. 
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The other major market for Natal coffee and 

arrowroot was Europe. In the 1860's, London was the 

world commercial centre. On this basis, the 

assumption behind exporting produce to English 

markets, was that there would be an unlimited 

demand. 61 But there were three major 

disadvantages arising from the practise of marketing 

produce overseas : 
• 

( 1) There was increased cost of transportation due 

to customs duties, freight charges and levies. 

It was argued that freight charges on produce 

from Durban to Cape Town, exceeded the freight 

charges from England to Cape Town. 62 

( 2) Natal producers had to compete with other world 

producers. In order to do so profitably, they 

had to strive for and maintain a high quality of 

produce. 

( 3) The international dynamics of supply and demand 

determined 

production 

world 

costs 

prices, 

could 

off-set by selling prices. 

which meant that 

not necessarily be 

It al so meant that 

the saturation of the market, would result in 

falling world prices which would decrease the 

farmer's margin of profitability, and raise 

doubts as to the continued viability of the 

industry. 
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In essence then, the limited local market, 

necessitated production for an international market, 

the dynamics of which were beyond the control of the 

Natal settlers. It also pitted Natal producers 

against other world producers. The extent to which 

they could compete, was crucial to the survival of 

the industries. 

In conclusion, the coffee and arrowroot industries emerged 

during a period of economic diversification away from an 

essentially hunter-trader economy. It involved a transition 

from a precolonial to a colonial economy; from subsistence to 

commercial agriculture; from an exploitation of the wildlife 

to an exploitation of the soil. In essence it was a bid for 

economic independence and prosperity, necessitated by the 

inadequacies of a trade-based economy, stimulated by the 

influx of white immigrants and facilitated by the natural 

advantages of the coastal belt. The problems of an 

inadequate communications and transport infrastructure, a 

shortage of capital, land and labour, and difficulties 

encountered in access to markets, were no longer perceived as 

being insurmountable obstacles. White settler pressure on 

the government to resolve these problems was vociferous and 

sustained throughout the period under examination. But at 

the most, these problems were only partially resolved by the 

1880' s, and their effects continued to hamper agricultural 

expansion until well into the 1890's and 1900's. As a result 

the basis of agricultural 'success' and economic prosperity 

continued to be tenuous to say the least, as farmers remained 

at the mercy of forces largely beyond their immediate control. 
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The scope 

exploring 

necessity, 

of 

the 

I 

this essay, prevents me 

issues involved in these 

can only present the basic 

from more fully 

factors. Due to 

outline of these 

issues, in so far as they affected agricultural development, 

as I perceive it. Each of these issues or part thereof, 

could very easily warrant the attention of an entire doctoral 

thesis. My presentation of them, is therefore knowingly 

scanty, but their relevance to the emergence and decline of 

the coffee and arrowroot industries dictates their inclsion 

in th is essay. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE EMERGENCE AND DECLINE OF THE NATAL ARROWROOT INDUSTRY 

'Arrowroot' is the term used to refer to a number of edible 

starch derivatives from the Maranta species. For the sake of 

convenience, throughout this essay the word arrowroot is used 

to denote both the plant itself and the commercial term for 

the finished product. It comprises of 25% starch, vegetable 

albumen and various salts •1 and its main uses in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century were as a thickening agent in 

cooking, and for medicinal purposes. 2 

It was probably first introduced into the colony in the early 

1850's, during the initial stages of crop experimentation, 

when it was proved to be well suited to the environmental 

conditions in Natal. This adaptability was concretely 

adapted into export terms in 1853, when arrowroot became the 

11 first agr icu 1 tural product to leave the shores of Natal 11
, 
3 

with an export-value of £31 in that year, 4 and up until its 

decline in the late 1860's and early 1870's, it remained one 

of the ten most important exports of the colony. 5 

.I. The nature of the Arrowroot Industry 

Arrowroot proved to be well-suited to a wide variety of 

climatic and soil conditions within the coastal belt and 

certain areas of the Natal midlands, the plant being of 
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a particularly hardy and readily adaptable nature. It 

was particularly well suited to the Bluff lands 

overlooking Port Natal and parts of the Country of 

V . t . 6 1c or1a. It was also "satisfactorily proved that 
. 

th is product grows well in the middle districts of the 

colony; and several farmers are turning their attention 

towards it on one farm, 15 or 20 miles beyond 

Pietermaritzburg, 30 acres are being planted with the 

t 11 7 roo ... 

It continued to grow prolifica11y8 throughout the 

period under study, offering good returns, despite 

periodic droughts, variations in temperatures, altitudes 

and aspect. In the hot, humid, subtropical conditions 

it thrived to such an extent that in a good season, as 

many as twenty, hundred-weight of fecula were produced 

from a single acre planted. 9 

Furthermore, arrowroot flourished in sandy soil that was 

unsuitable for coffee or sugar cul ti vat ion, lO provided 

that it was within close proximity to clear, running 

water necessary for washing the arrowroot during the 

manufacturing process. Because so much of this land was 

unproductive for the cultivation of other crops, the 

demand for it was less than elsewhere and therefore it 

was more readily available at lower prices than other 

areas of the coastal belt. 

This contributed to the low cost, high return ratio 

which characterised the industry in Natal. Other 
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factors that ensured a low capital outlay were the 

limited labour and manufacturing demands of the industry. 

Having cleared the bush and prepared the ground for 

cultivation, labour was only 

picking11 which meant that the 

were not intensive, prolonged 

needed 

labour 

again for 

requirements 

or costly. Having 

acquired labour, it was only needed for two to three 

months in the year which meant that the arrowroot 

farmers did not encounter labour problems of reliability 

or sustained demand, but at the same time it rendered 

the employment of Indentured Indians untenable. At the 

same time, arrowroot producers did encounter some of the 

common problems of labour recruitment especially as the 

months for digging up the arrowroot often coincided with 

the time of the African maize harvest, when few of the 

local Africans were prepared to enter the wage market. 

This problem was frequently expressed by Resident 

Magistrates A large quantity of the prepared article 

is in the course of manufacture by the growers in this 

neighbourhood; but we regret to hear that in one or two 

cases a considerable loss will be experienced from the 

want of labourers to dig it up ... "12 

Thus while land and labour costs were considerably less 

in the arrowroot industry, many of the labour problems 

were not simply obviated by a reduction in cost and 

labour requirements, although the industry did emerge 

unaffected by the Indentured Indian crises of 1866 

1872. 
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Another contributory factor in the low capital 

requirements of the industry was the low cost of the 

simple, manufacturing equipment use9 in the processing 

of the arrowroot. "In one very complete factory present 

at work, the necessary machinery and appliances, for 

operations upon a large scale, together with the labour 

expended in cul ti vat ion, cost £200 and the proceeds in 

the second year were nearly £400. Individuals who do 

not wish to invest capital in the erection of machinery, 

may dispose of their produce to neighbouring 

manufacturers on profitable terms. 1113 While the 

latter does not appear to have become widely practised, 

the simple, inexpensive nature of the machinery, 

resulted in a relatively large number of arrowroot mills 

being erected in relation to acreage under arrowroot 

cultivation. (See appendix A). 

The attractiveness of the low cost factor in the 

industry was accentuated by sustained good returns. In 

1857, the editor of the Natal Mercury attributed this to 

improved quality "The Natal article is gradually 

rising in estimation in the English market and with 

improved processes of preparation, there is no doubt 

that it will command the highest quotations. 11 14 And 

in 1864, "The Arrowroot growers are now busy 

manufacturing this year's crop which is in excess of 

last year's production, but, from the favourable 

character of the season, is of a very superior quality. 

Improved machinery and greater experience, are also 

succeeding in perfecting the manufactured article, so 
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that Natal arrowroot will now certainly command a 

position equal to the best Bermudan." 15 

Natal arrowroot was sent to assessors in Glasgow, 

Manchester and Cape Town in the late 1850' s and early 

1860's, for analysis, assessment and to report back with 

recommendations for improvement of the quality of Natal 

arrowtoot. 16 The best samples were selected at the 

Natal Agricultural and horticultural Show and then 

forwarded on for display at the London Exhibition. 17 

The effects of this quality drive on the part of the 

Natal Government, local agricultural societies and 

farmers, was extensive publicity for Natal arrowroot, 

··and a satisfactory· pilce ·was received ·a's· Na'tal a~rowroo·t 

was able to compete favourably with the Bermudan article 

fetching between 6 and a3/4d per lb, compared to 

51/2 to 61/2 d per lb for St. Vincent arrowroot. 18 

The significance of this low cost-high return ratio, 

that characterised the industry, was that it attracted a 

number of settlers with small capital resources, 19 to 

engage in arrowroot production until such time as they 

had raised sufficient capital to extend their farming 

endeavours. 

This was facilitated as much by low cost land, labour 

and machinery factors, as by cultivation factors. 

Unlike coffee, arrowroot is an annual plant that 

provides yields at the end of the first year's 
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cultivation. Thus the farmer would be able to receive 

an income at the end of the first year, with which he 

could proceed to the second. 

Furthermore, the general hardiness of the plant and its 

environmental suitability to Natal conditions, proved to 

be particularly beneficial to those settlers 

inexperienced in farming and unfamiliar with the Natal 

conditions. 

This is not to say, that arrowroot only attracted the 

poorer settlers operating on a relatively small scale. 

There were a few individuals who went into arrowroot 

production in a big way, for example, Mr 

Reynolds, · Mr· ·Kah ts . and . Mr .. Goodr ick·e .' .· The 

M' Ken, Mr 

iaEter tiaa 

between three hundred and four hundred acres under 

cultivation.20 All of these men imported more 

sophisticated, elaborate and expensive machinery in 

order to ensure 

manufacture. 21 

a better quality product 

II. The problems encountered by the producers 

after 

In the first instance, its specific and specialised 

uses, meant that arrowroot could only sponsor a limited 

demand, and the industry had to constantly face the risk 

of overproduction saturating the market, and leading to 

falling world prices. The industry, being primarily 

export-based, was thus inherently unstable. 
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While production was largely geared towards an 

export-market, it was not wholly so, as there is 

evidence of a very small local market in Natal. 22 (At 

the same time there is no reference to arrowroot being 

exported to the inland Boer Republics possibly because 

it was an ill-affordable commodity). Although there is 

no record of the finished product of arrowroot ever 

being imported, not all the locally-manufactured product 

was exported. 

This negligible local demand, together with the 

expansion of the industry enabled the crop to become a 

staple export by the 1860's. Conversely to popular 

expectations, this development brought limitations of 

. its owrL . ·continued: expansion was"' dependent on the sea le 

of the American and European demand for the product, and 

the extent to which Natal producers could make encaves 

into these markets. 

In the English market, Natal arrowroot was able to stake 

a claim on the basis of its good quality. 23 While 

Natal was able to compete favourably, she had to contend 

with an increasing number of major world producers, for 

example, the West Indies, Java and Brazil. While the 

European-market became increasingly overcrowded, the 

North American market remained largely closed to Nat;:al 

produce, partly due to the considerable distance it was 

necessary to travel to those markets, and partly because 

the proximity of the West Indian producers to that 

market, enabled the latter to monopolise it.24 
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I 

Another more local factor that proved to be initially 

problematic for the industry, was the packaging and 

intercontinental transportation of the finished 

product. Inadequate packaging could allow sea-water to 

affect the quality of the marketable produce. " 

much, ho.sever, depends on the care with which it is 

prepared and packed for transport. If it appears before 

the f astiduous buyer at home, damaged with seawater, or 

half eaten by weavils and cockroaches, which swarm on 

the seaboard, we cannot blame him from turning away from 

it in disgust." 25 

Careful packaging by merchants largely eliminated this, 

but the quality of arrowroot continued to be affected by 

" air 'and water· po11ution during the manufacturi.ng ;f. it·, 

in particular during the washing and drying processes. 

"Sir - we beg to hand to you the following reports of 

Port Natal produce which you have submitted to us 

There is a little sand in this sample; if this could be 

got rid of, the arrowroot would be equal to good St. 

Vincent. 1126 "Arrowroot and grass burning We 

continue to receive numerous complaints of the in jury 

done to arrowroot in the process of drying, by the 

lighter ashes of burning grass that fall among it. Now 

that this enterprise has risen to such importance, it is 

essential that it be protected against this very serious 

evil. So far as white people are concerned, they may 

surely be expected to regard their neighbours' interests 

by some arrangement as to the time of burning the grass 

which shall not interfere with the drying process of the 

48 



arrowroot-makers. " 27 Thus clear streams and clean air 

were prerequisites for top quality arrowroot, but 

neither could be guaranteed, despite consensus being 

reached between some neighbours. 

To sum up then, once the quality of the finished product 

had been improved Natal arrowroot was able to compete 

favourably with other world producers. But despite 

this, the industry's dependence on the international 

market with its vagaries of supply and demand, rendered 

the local industry inherently vulnerable and unstable, 

which was made even more acute by the limited demand for 

the product. 

rt: is · arguable· that, in these terms;· . the expansion of 

the industry between the early 1850 's and 1867, merely 

comprised of a brief interlude in an otherwise 

pessimistic outlook. 

III. The expansion of the industry between 1853 and 1867 

The favourable prices received for the 1853 export 

shipment, resulted in a considerable optimism in the 

colony, as to the future of the industry in Natal. 28 

This was 

suitability 

fed by the hardiness 

of the plant, the 

and environmental 

relatively basic 

cultivation methods required for a healthy crop, and the 

low capital outlay-high return ratio of the industry. 

It resulted in a 421 increase in acreage under arrowroot 
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cultivation between 1853 and 1863, and a 54% increase in 

the export of arrowroot. 29 

This expansion on the local scene, coincided with the 

decline of the Bermudan . d t 30 1n us ry. By offering 

produce of as fine a quality as the latter, Natal 

arrowroot was able to capture the Bermudan market, and 

further stimulate the expansion of the local industry. 

While this expansion was meteoric, it was also proved to 

be short-lived, and its decline proved to be equally 

dramatic. 

Between 1867 and 1868 there was an 11% decrease in acres 

under arrowroot cultivation. By 1879, this had amounted 

to a 60% decrease.31 

While cultivation had peaked in 1867, prices reached an 

alltime low of 2112 d per lb in the same year. 32 

Overproduction had saturated the market, and the culling 

principles of supply and demand had become operant. In 

the face of these developments, production, and hence 

supply, declined sufficiently between 1868 and 1870 to 

allow a brief lift in world prices in 1870. (See 

appendix B). 

But the death-knell was sounded in the 1870's, when the 
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process of making cornflour was perfected. Not only 

could cornflour be produced cheaper and in comparatively 

larger quantities than arrowroot with a wider range of 

uses, it also contained a higher starch content ( in the 

region of 50%). 33 

From this point on, the arrowroot industry in Natal 

entered a period of continuous decline from which it was 

unable to recover. 

From the outset the arrowroot industry had been, by 

virtue of the extremely limited local market, geared 

towards an export market. Once the environmental 

suitability and natural adaptability of the plant had 

together with the coincidental decline of the Bermudan 

industry contributed to a period of expansion in the 

industry for the most part of the 1850's and 1860's. 

The prolific growth of the plant and its hardiness in 

the face of adverse weather conditions, and the low 

cost, high return characteristic of the. industry, 

resulted in its growing popularity with small capital 

farmers. But these favourable local factors were not 

sufficient to bypass the inherent instabiity of the 

industry. This instability arose out of the limited 

demand for the product, and the constant risk of 

overproduction saturating the international market, 

inducing a decline in world price. Such an occurence in 

the late 1860's, conincided with technological 
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developments in the manufacture of cornflour, and 

resulted in the decline of the local industry. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE EMERGENCE AND DECLINE OF THE NATAL COFFEE INDUSTRY 

Coffee plants introduced into the colony by the early 1850's, 

appear to have been transplanted with considerable success 1 

2 with yields of between 4 and 5 lbs per tree. Progress was 

initially slow and the Natal Mercury attributed this to the 

large capital outlay requirements, which had also stunted the 

initial growth of the sugar industry. 

"To produce coffee in a remunerative quantities require an 

outlay of capital and time, which will probably render its 
" ...._,;'Is-;-:- ,~· ~-· • • ,,-i,,.J'.c 1~·: .•~"ft.•--;·, -t.;<·•·•.·~··· · : •- • 

extensive cultivation in this colony, a matter of slow 

progress. 113 Nonetheless, by the late 1850's, the quality 

of Natal coffee was recognized as being equal to that of 

Ceylon, her main competitor. 4 This, together with high 

yields and the environmental SU it ability of the tree 

contributed to a premature optimism for the future of the 

coffee industry. "The coffee plant inasmuch as the soil 

and climate of the country are admirably suited to its 

growth, and to its bearing; and because its culture will 

speedily supply the great local demand, and it will likewise 

form a highly valuable export. 115 There were also 

predictions of coffee superseding sugar as a staple export 

from the coastal belt. 

becoming firmly established 

"The cultivation of coffee is 

... , and many are engaged in it, 

who, hitherto, have regarded sugar as their principal source 

of income. 116 While most of these expectations were only 
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partially realized, the industry did undergo a period of 

substantial expansion, which at its peak did, to a limited 

extent, challenge the dominance of the sugar industry. 

I. The nature of the early coffee industry vis-a-vis the 

sugar industry 

While it was claimed that the coffee plant could "be 

grown in a great variety of climate, altitude and 

soil", 7 it did particularly well in the Tugela 

Division on hill slopes naturally sheltered from the 

off-shore sea winds. "The coffee plant needs to be 

sheltered from the sea-breeze, and thrives best upon the 
--. • ·"-·~·-'\'"-: 'l!f •• ~. 

slopes of hills which have an inland exposure, and which 

are crested above by the bush. A warm, rich soi 1 

appears to be the most suitable for its support." 8 By 

1882, there were clear indications that a natural aspect 

that sheltered the trees from the wind was preferable to 

artificial wind breaks, especially trees which tended to 

drain the soi 1. Loam was the most suitable soi 1 type 

preferably with good drainage, and rainfall that was 

'not too irregular ... ' was crucial to good yields. 9 

It was believed by many planters that the inland-facing 

hill slopes that favoured coffee cultivation were 

unsuitable for the growing of sugar,lO thus coffee 

came to be viewed as a limited alternative to sugar cane 

as regards the siting of cultivation. In order to best 

utilise their land many farmers cultivated both coffee 
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and sugar. This is evidenced by the fair number of 

planters with both coffee and sugar manufactories on 

their lana. 11 

Having established the environmental suitability of the 

coffee plant, the stage was set for the continued 

evolution of the coffee industry. Generally speaking it 

appears that the highest yields came from estates, where 

a relatively small plot of land was put under intensive 

cultivation in areas particularly well-suited to coffee 

cul ti vati on. 12 The potenti a 1 yields were increased by 

growing trees from 

quality, 13 preferably 

imported seeds of the highest 

before 

plan ting them out in to 

in nursery d . t. 14 con 1 1 ons 

'virgin' or carefully prepcired_ . 
.~•.... ,,_ ·"':""· '·- _.;,,,;;,., ' . ·. . ' ... . . .. ,.. ···. . · ·; .... 15' ,,._ ·c.-••·.· ··•· 

soi 1. After careful pruning and manuring·, the trees 

could take up to three years to bear fruit, but the 

yields could be as high as between 4 to 5 lbs per tree 

compared to 11;2 lbs per tree in Java. 16 

In essence, this method of cultivation was relatively 

labour intensive per unit of land, and this rendered the 

relatively large scale farmer particularly vulnerable to 

any fluctuation in the labour supply, especially 

Indentured Indian labour. Although sugar farming was 

not as labour intensive as coffee farming, the scale of 

operations tended to be larger in order to rationalise 

the use of expensive machinery. Thus larger-scale 

coffee and sugar planters suffered from a labour

shortage between 1866 and 1872. The major advantage of 

coffee planting was the fact that it could be conducted 
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on a much smaller scale, with a lower labour requirement 

and less capital outlay. 

"Then coffee had the advantage of seeming to be 

peculiarly suited to men of small capital. Once the 

initial outlay of clearing and planting (nursering while 

being beneficial was not considered to be essential) 

could be made, the estate would only require 'simple 

clearing', which would mean that running costs would be 

low. As far as the preparation of the crop for the 

market was concerned, although the berry had to be 

removed from the outer cherry, dries, then removed from 

its 'hull', and finally sorted into sizes, all these 

operat~ons ~,~~~},~,. ~~ . a,~~~: -~Y. _,h~_I!d .£.!l . a i~~;!-.1 &~.alt!, and. 

the only machinery that was necessary was a £10 pulper, 

which could clean a crop of up to 20 tons of beans. 

Thus operations could be started on a very small scale, 

on a small piece of land. In this respect coffee had a 

decided advantage over sugar for men of small means, 

since the machinery required for the sugar processing 

plant was relatively expensive, and necessitated a 

certain minimum scale of operations for planting to 

become remunerative."17 

While the cost of land, machinery and labour could be 

considerably scaled down, the major drawback as far as 

capital is concerned, lay in the long wait until the 

trees began bearing fruit. This could take anything 

between eighteen months and three years.18 In an 

attempt to offset this cost, farmers planted perennial 
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'catch crops' between coffee trees, 19 with the 

intention of marketing the former and living on these 

proceeds until the first coffee returns were realised. 

However, from this point on the life-span of the coffee 

tree could extend for as long as twenty to thirty years, 

before having to be replaced. 20 

To sum up then, coffee was able to provide an 

alternative to sugar cultivation especially during times 

of crises, for example, between 1866 and 1874 when the 

supply of Indentured labour on which the sugar industry 

was based, dried up. Despite labour-intensive farming 

practises, the coffee industry had the advantage of 

being able to be profitable on a smaller scale of 

oper·ations·. _., .. _,._~ . .f.! .•. ~ •' .·<,> i,_•,.:~,.o•~..J(t,-..,•, • ._: ~, .• ·.i-.,-"t..: 

This facilitated a smaller labour demand 

and considerably less capital was required for fixed 

assets. At the same time, farmers could obtain as much 

as £100 per ton on credit terms. 21 

While coffee planting posed a considerable challenge to 

the sugar industry, especially between 1870 and 1874 

{ see Appendix C). The expanding demand and relatively 

favourable prices ensured the dominance of the sugar 

industry, while the decline in the coffee industry 

together with increased knowledge as to the siting and 

methods of sugar cultivation allowed for the expansion 

of the sugar industry at the expense of the coffee 

industry. 
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II. The period of expansion between the late 1860's and 1874 

This was not simply a period of sustained expansion as 

Bi tensky suggests. "About 1860, a black aphis blight 

appeared, but as it only affected a few trees on each 

plantation, the planters stamped it out by pi ling dry 

stalks of indian corn around each infested tree, and 

b · 't 't t d " 23 urn1ng 1 as 1 s oo •... 

The industry survived the blight, only to hit a trough 

between 1867 and 1869, that coincided with the economic 

slump in Britain and Natal, and witnessed a number of 

coffee planters (among others) being declared 

. l 24 1nso vent. This was followed by a period 
"le•· .• ,_' ,.,• -. ·• 

.. ' ~ 

dramatlc"' exp~nsion b~t-~~en. 1870 and 1874 which Bitensky 

attributes to the severe effects of the labour crises on 

the sugar industry. 25 

"It is likely that the great expansion of the coffee 

industry in Natal coinciding as it did with the period 

when Indian indenture were temporarily in abeyance, was 

partly due to the fact that the attention of small 

growers diverted from sugar to coffee where less labour 

was required." 26 And also partly due to the er ises in 

Ceylon's coffee industry. (Ceylon had previously been 

one of the world's foremost producers of the highest 

quality coffee, but by 1870 £14 per ton were absorbed of 

land cartage, freight and export duties. 27 ) While the 

Natal coffee industry continued to suffer from 

inadequate transport facilities, export costs did not 
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exceed £4. Furthermore, by the early 1870's large 

sections of the Ceylon coffee industry had been 

decimated by 'leaf and bark' disease which had yet to 

affect the Natal industry. 28 These developments 

provided the Natal industry, with an opportunity to step 

up their supply for the Cape markets whose main source 

had previously been from Ceylon. This is evidenced by 

the fact that most of Natal's coffee was destined to the 

Cape Colony, or at least from 1870. 29 Coffee export 

and acreage figures peaked between 1870 and 1872 ( see 

appendix C). This coincided with an increased Cape 

demand for coffee in the wake of the opening of the 

Diamond Fields. By the early 1870's, the Cape had 

managed to dominate the transit trade with the Diamond 
,· .•.. _•;-·1\!0'I-,,.,,. 

Fields by virtue of her more extensive and efficient 

transport and communications infrastructure. While 

Natal lost out on many of the potential benefits of the 

Diamond Fields, the increased demand for coffee in the 

Cape, as a result of the Diamond Fields, served as a 

tremendous stimulus to the Natal coffee planters. What 

is significant though, is the importance this stimulus 

came to acquire. Exported coffee did not consist of a 

surplus production after local demand had been 

saturated. The coffee industry remained unstimulated by 

the local market which remained small and limited. 

Production was not geared towards domestic consumption. 

The main stimulus for expansion was provided by external 

markets. Thus Natal was simultaneously importing coffee 

to meet the local demand, while at the same time 

exporting to meet an external demand.30 
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III The decline of the coffee industry between 1874 and 1882 

Between 1873 and 1879, acreage under coffee cultivation 

decreased by 74% while exports of coffee decreased by 

73% 31 (see appendix D). Bitensky attributes this to a 

change in the following factors which had previously 

favoured coffee cultivation32 (she bases her argument 

on the findings of the 1882 Commission of Enquiry into 

coffee cultivation) 

(1) Bitensky claims that developments in the sugar 

industry reduced the obstacles to its expansion and 

led to a period of sustained growth with the result 

that many marginally profitable coffee planters 
• ., ... ~"· -.• - • • -- •• - • - ' >"' 3 3" . .. ·:-'11!/, • -~ - "" 

•• •.•. ';;\. -· !~?,s- . ": . :-"}~"--°S'.. .'•, ~ 

· turned their attention to sugar f arm1 ng. These 

developments included the resumption of indentured 

labour supply. Bitensky claims, " the sugar 

industry may be considered to have eliminated the 

problems of a shortage of reliable labour as a 

decisive independent obstacle preventing further 

development". 34 Furthermore, experimentation 

indicated that sugar cane could be successfully 

grown on hilly land that had previously been 

considered the preserve of coffee trees and 

unsuitable for the cultivation of sugar cane.3 5 

Other 'developments' in the sugar industry that 

Bitensky considers significant to the expansion of 

the sugar industry are sustained international 

demand and the continuance of high world prices for 
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raw sugar; and the establishment of several small 

'central mills' particularly on the North Coast, 

very near to the centre of the coffee growing 

area. From th is she argues that it was possible 

for coffee planters to turn to sugar cultivation 

without incurring a large capital outlay for 

machinery. 36 

However, in the face of recent empirical evidence 
presented by Richardson, this explanation bears 

closer scrutiny. He argues that the "shortage of 

capital, the relative scarcity of suitable land, 

the marketing difficulties and the relatively 

limited extent of state intervention, ensured that 

.... tb.e, iiineteenth · century ,. (aQCJar-l,. industry ·'··re111at,ned 

small in scale, relatively limited in its impact 

upon the social structure of the colony and 

vulnerable to changes in one or several of the 

influences making for continued capital 

accumulation on the basis of existing production 

arrangements. The features of the industry in the 

later part of the century derive from this complex 

of forces its cyclical and limited pattern of 

development and the increasing instability of its 

organizational structure."37 He bases this claim 

on the data that indicates that "in contrast to 

other new sugar 

percentage of 

cane 

total 

growing 

British 

colonies, 

colonial 

the 

sugar 

production provided by Natal exports actually fell 

as a porportion of total exports. nJS In essence, 

64 



after 1865, the industry did not experience a 

period of sustained growth until after 1905. This 

was, contrary to Bitensky's claim otherwise, due to 

growing competition and overproduction of sugar in 

the world market which resulted in a long-term 

decline in domestic and export prices experienced 

by Natal sugar planters. At the same ti me " 

Natal planters began to suffer perceptibly from 

declining yields ... owing to a combination of soil 

exhaustion and locust infestation. 1139 

While the supply of in den tu red labour was resumed, 

and the establishment of the central mills enabled 

many farmers to reduce their manufacturing costs 

scale of operations, it does not necessarily 

indicate a period of sustained growth in the sugar 

industry. Nor does it follow that an expansion in 

the sugar industry contributed to the decline of 

the coffee industry. Changes in the sugar industry 

enabled farmers to more successfully weather the 

transition from coffee to sugar, and at the same 

ti me, the conditions of the sugar industry were 

more conducive to economic survival than the 

industry. 

economic 

prevailing conditions 

Sugar planting 

necessity rather 

became 

than 

in the coffee 

an issue of 

one of preference. If 

anything, this is an indication of the pessimism 

and depression in the coffee industry by the late 

1870's. 
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( 2) A considerable amount of damage was caused by an 

insect-pest known as the 'borer' , which first made 

an appearance in the mid-1870's "on the driest part 

of some estates in the northern district of the 

Victoria County, and spread with great rapidity 

over the plantations north of the Umgeni ", 4 O 

which comprised of the major coffee-growing area. 

Si g n i f i cant 1 y by 18 8 2 , the Co mm i s s i on was ab 1 e to 

report that there was no evidence to show that the 

borer had done "any injury to the Southward 

districts ... where small and promising plantations 

now exist. 1141 

The effects of the borer do appear to have been 
.. ,.:,~. . . -..• , ·,· ·--.•~''• .!'.··· 

,· significant fl'l th·e•i• decline of the coffee in that 

these southern districts were too far from markets, 

and had too many transportational difficulties to 

deal with, for the coffee industry to expand 

substantially in these areas. 

In Ceylon, the insect had purportedly devastated 

large plantations in the early 1870's to the extent 

that many farmers had been forced to change to an 

alternative source of livelihood. 42 The fact 

that this happened in most coffee-producing 

countries and colonies, including Natal, stands as 

a testament to the helplessness of agriculturalists 

throughout the world in the face of large-scale 

crop infestation. Scientific research had not yet 

found a way of manufacturing insecticides, and as a 
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result there was no means of preventing the spread 

of the disease or of curing stricken plants. The 

only possible course of action was to destroy the 

afflicted plants. 

Containment of this infestation was virtually 

impossible as it was very difficult to detect any 

evidence of borer in its early stages. "The grub 

is propagated by a beetle of nocturnal habits, that 

lays its eggs on the bark of the tree, at half an 

inch from the ground, which it then protects with a 

gummy substance that becomes hard when dry. As 

this is about the same colour as the bark and 

surrounding earth, about half of an inch across, it 
~ .- •. ,,.,.,:, ·"·4. ,: • 

without close inspection: and in 

eighteen months, the pest first becomes visible: a 

hole of a quarter of an inch in diameter appears on 

the side of the tree, and the antennae of the 

perfect beetle protrude. During this time, the 

mischief has been done: the egg having been quickly 

hatched into a maggot, and the latter having worked 

its way down, inside the bark, to the roots, and, 

after destroying the covering of these, returned up 

the centre of the stem and bored its way out as 

described. 11 43 

The borer-infestation appears to have induced a 

considerable amount of pessimism and disullusion

ment among coffee-planters and this was compounded 

by the fact that having destroyed the infested 
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trees, the planter would have to wait a further 

eighteen months to three years before the new 

plants would bear fruit, and even then there was no 

guarantee that these young plants would not also be 

infested. The risk was perceived by many 

coffee-planters, as being too great. 

(3) The Commission qualified the contention that the 

borer was the sole cause of death and diseased 

coffee trees " the insect did not necessar i 1 y 

cause the death of the trees, as it lived on dead 

matter in the heart of the tree, and that the 

insect, guided by instinct, laid her eggs under the 

bark of trees, sickly and predisposed to early 
.. ·-::~,; :.~::i.t·l'I;'.~ • ~ ... · .. , .. .;_,,.. 

.. ,,~,- ..... ·, ,. '' . 

death the· borer was an effect not a cause, and 

that if planters kept sickly, 

would encourage insect life 

dread this nor dry seasons, 

sapless trees, it 

A planter need not 

if by judicious 

cropping and high-grade cultivation, he keeps his 

plants in vigour. 11 44 

While Bitensky accepts this observation without 

reserve, it bears qualification. We have no way of 

knowing how systemmatic and thorough the Commission 

investigations were. There is no evidence to 

suggest that careful and judicious farming methods 

inevitably resulted in healthy trees, or that the 

healthy trees presented no evidence of 

borer-infestation. It appears therefore to have 

been premature to attribute borer-infestation to 
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inadequate farming methods, while at the same time 

yield trends appear to have been on the decline 

from the early 1870's, before any reports of borer 

infestations were made. By the late 1870's yeilds 

had fallen from an average of 41/2 lbs in 1866, 

to 11;2 lbs in 1876. 

Bitensky argues plausibly that the decline in 

yields was possibly due to the long-term effects of 

poor farming methods. 45 Successive heavy crops, 

and inadequate manuring had impoverished the soil. 

This had been compounded by the practise of 

'catch-cropping'. Where impoverished soil had 

already weakened the trees, , ext.1).1~:i,Y~. ,P_q.1,0.in~ ha~t . ·.. . . . . ~. :: . . . . .-. ' . . . 

further damaged them. 

The expansion of the coffee industry, had been 

accompanied by optimism and carelessness. This, 

together with the common perception that the 

environmental suitability of the coffee-tree had 

already been established, resulted in many planters 

neglecting the cautions of the coffee pioneers. By 

the early 1870's inferior land had been brought 

into cultivation. "Th is process was made 

inevitable in an environment where a wide variety 

of natural conditions was to be found within close 

proximity. It was frequently noticed that while 

one estate in an area gave consistently high 

yields, another nearby might give returns that were 

completely unremunerative. The yields of the trees 
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might vary widely even on different parts of the 

same plantation. 1146 Although it was possible to 

grow coffee reasonably successfully in a wide 

variety of soi ls, it was necessary that some loam 

should be present to aid drainage. 

Similarly, while it was also possible to grow 

coffee in a wide range of climatic conditions, it 

was essential that shelter from the prevailing 

winds be provided, if the yields were to be 

consistently high. "Although artificial windbreaks 

of trees or bush may yield some protection, yet 

they cannot make up· for the 'aspect' of the 

plantation. 1147 

To sum up, injudicious siting of many plantations 

(as far as aspect, drainage and soil type are 

concerned) and inappropriate farming methods (that 

is, catch-cropping, pruning and inadequate 

manuring) resulted in declining yields that 

rendered coffee cultivation barely remunerative. 

The experimentation in the early years had focused 

primarily on the environmental suitability of 

crop-types and not on agricultural methods of 

improving yields. What limited knowledge of 

appropriate farming methods that existed remained 

tied to a few early contempory works. Inadequate 

literary circulation, and the absence of an 

agricultural body with the primary function of 

overseeing the dissemination of this 1i mi ted 
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knowledge meant that many farmers remained ignorant 

of the most effective farming methods as far as 

coffee cultivation goes, and that few advances were 

made in agricultural techniques and research. It 

is the ref ore hardly surprising that declining 

yields in the coffee industry paralleled the same 

in the sugar industry, or that the borer was able 

to ravage coffee plantations 

uncontrolled fashion. 

in a relatively 

Bitensky, in basing her analysis solely on 

'advances' in the sugar industry, the effects of 

borer-infestations, and declining yields due to 

inappropriate farming methods, neglects an 

important fourth dimension, that of the 

international arena, to which I would now like to 

direct my attention. 

Fluctuating world prices may account for a slump in 

the industry, but not necessarily cu lmi na te in the 

collapse of the industry. Declining world prices 

reduced the margin of profitability at a time when 

yields were also declining; the local industry was 

facing a major crises of viability at a time when 

Brazil, a major new world competitior, was gaining 

in strength. 

By 1870, Brazil's share of the world coffee produce 

equalled 49,091. By 1880, th is had reached 

56,6Sl 48 : "The development of coffee production 
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in Brazil in the nineteenth century was a series of 

continuous successes. Braz i 1 i an coffee virtually 

conquered the world market and was not an emergency 

supplier, as was the case of sugar and 

cotton. .,49 What is significant is that those 

factors that had made this possible in Brazil, were 

the very factors that had limited the expansion of 

the Natal coffee industry. 

Bioclimatic conditions in Sao Paulo and the Paraiba 

Valley were ideal for coffee cultivation. The 

humid sub-tropical climate provided high 

temperatures, and consistently high rainfall, while 

the broken terrain provided an abundance of rich 

loam, high altitudes and natural windbreaks. 50 

The coffee plant thrived in these conditions with 

yields as high as 5 lbs per tree. 

" ... in the hinterland of Rio de Janeiro, fertile, 

virgin soil and slave labour were combined on large 

plantations in the Paraiba Valley to produce a 

rapid 

crude 

spread 

farming 

of coffee 

methods 

cultivation." 51 

resul tea in 

When 

the 

impoverishment of the soil, the coffee planters 

expanded into the Sao Paulo district where there 

were vast tracts of unoccupied land, with rich 

virgin soil. 52 As far as labour is concerned, 

the continuance of slave labour until 1880 ensured 

a constant, reliable and cheap labour force. 53 

Any deficiency in indigenous capital was generously 
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supplemented by foreign loans and investments, 54 

which not only aided individual plantation owners, 

but also 

development 

contributed 

of a railway 

significantly 

55 network. 

to 

The 

the 

first 

line in the Paraiba Valley came "after coffee 

production was at its peak, while expansion of the 

more extensive coffee frontier in Sao Paulo was 

almost totally dependent on the growth of the rail 

network". 56 At the same time there appears to 

have been no infestation of borer as affected most 

of the major world producers. 

The effect of this was an export-based economy, and 

a coffee industry which came to dominate the world 

markets. 

coffee 

Not only did 

57 market, import 

the Cape, Natal's major 

Brazil coffee, by the 

mid-1870's, 

Natal. 58 
it was also being imported 

the wake 

into 

of a The Natal producers, in 

major crisis, were unable to compete with the 

strength of the Brazilian industry. 

To sum up : once the environmental suitability of 

the coffee tree had been established, the initial 

advantages of coffee cultivation over sugar 

cultivation became clear. Al though, effective and 

thorough coffee farming methods could be 

these labour-intensive, many planters adapted 

methods to suit the supply of labour and their 

capital resources. Unlike sugar cultivation, the 

scale of operations could be reduced without 
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seriously affecting the planters margin of 

profitably, and so capital outlay for manufacturing 

could be comparatively less than what was required 

in the sugar industry (the major disadvantage of 

the coffee industry was the long wait unti 1 the 

first remuneration was received). All these 

factors facilitated the expansion of the coffee 

industry at the expense of the sugar industry, 

during the latter's period of crises. When this 

crisis coincided with the improved quality of Natal 

coffee, and the decline of the Ceylon coffee 

industry, the stage was set for the expansion of 

Natal's role as a world producer. 

But this boom-period proved to be short lived. 

Within five years, Natal's export coffee industry 

had shrunken dramatically in size, and many coffee 

planters turned their fields over to sugar 

cultivation. 

follows : 

The reasons for this decline are as 

( 1) While the sugar industry cannot be described 

as undergoing a period of sustained growth at 

this ti me, the condition of the industry and 

the remuneration offered by it, was more 

favourable than that offered by coffee. 

( 2) Borer-infestation ravaged the core of Natal's 

coffee industry. The absence of any effective 

means of treatment rendered the coffee 
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planters helpless. Destruction of infested 

trees was not only costly, it provided no 

guarantee against a recurrence of 

borer-infestation on a plantation. 

( 3) Poor farming methods had increasingly 

impoverished the soil and weakened the trees, 

resulting in declining yields that were barely 

remunerative. 

plants 

yields). 

were 

(Significantly, 

also experiencing 

the sugar 

declining 

(4) Declining yields in the local industry, had 

coincided with falling world for 

coffee, and reduced the coffee planter's 

margin of profitability. 

(5) At the same time, Brazil emerged as the major 

world producer of coffee. This was made 

possible by the existence of those factors, 

deficient in Natal, that is, an abundance of 

land, labour and capital, and an effective 

transport system. 

The existence of any one of these factors on its 

own, would not have been sufficient to prevent the 

collapse of the industry. A combination of all 

five, resulted in a test of viability, which the 

industry failed hopelessly. It never did recover. 
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CONCLUSION 

The agricultural endeavours of the Natal white settlers in 

the last half of the nineteenth century had been defined by a 

prevailing ethos of insecurity and a perception of an 

economic vu lner ab i 1 i ty that arose out of the inherent 

instability and limitations of a hunter-trader economy, which 

had undermined any f utur is tic plans for economic 

self-sufficiency or of any growing regional prosperity. 

This concern for an improvement in economic stability and 

security, directed the attention of a number of settlers 

towards an increased utilisation and exploitation of the land 

with an eye towards the potentialities of 
.~',. . ·. t .- ~ .. ~ ,,. ,--: . , ~¥-. . 

enterprise and development. Added impetus was provided by an 

influx of commercially-minded immigrants and by the 

bioclimatic advantages of the coastal belt for agricultural 

development. 

The intention behind such endeavours and aspirations, was the 

development of an export staple on which to base economic 

growth. Throughout succeeding years, this intention 

consistently motivated and directed the activities of the 

settlers and established the parameters in terms of which the 

nature of the colony's agricultural sector was characterised. 

The hallmarks of this period of agricultural development were 

as fallows: 

(1) The years between 1850 and 1880, were the formative 
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years of Natal agriculture, during which white farmers 

had to con tend with those obstacles that had previously 

prevented agricultural development and had necessitated 

the evolution of hunter-trader based economy. These 

factors continued to affect the particular nature and 

value of various agricultural industries. 

That is to say, the debilitating effects of insufficient 

government support for and assistance to farmers; in

adequate communications and transport facilities; a 

shortage of labour, an abundance of which was necessi

tated by the slow rate of technological advances and 

mechanisation, and the existence of small indigenous 

capi t~l.. r.~-~~ur;9e~ WQ_tc;:a,~ ,c;ouapelled A.,,, la.b9llr,..._,j.ntena,i.v:e=. , , 

form of commercial farming; and finally a small and 

limited local market, which meant that the expansion of 

white agriculture was dependent on production for an 

export market. 

After the 1880's, the Natal Government's attempts to 

resolve these issues became more resolute railway 

development linked Port Natal to the Transvaal border; 

in the 1890's an official government agricultural 

officer was appointed: and by the turn of the century, 

major engineering projects on Port Natal had been 

completed, thereby improving its capacity to be 

functional in linking the Natal hinterland to Overseas 

producers and markets. Problems encountered with a 

supply of labour to commercial white farmers, led to an 

increased attack on the black peasantry's access to 
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land, especially after the 1890's. 

Thus the existence of these obstacles and the effect 

they had on economic development during the formative 

years of white agriculture, had significant effect on 

subsequent prejudices and land, racial and economic 

measures. 

( 2) The nature of the coffee and arrowroot industries was 

partly determined by the effects of these obstacles on 

the industries - the extent to which the farmer were 

able to minimise these effects; the comparative 

advantages of these industries in relation to other 

agricultural industries,; and the environmental 

suitability and adaptation of the plants to prevailing 

bioclimatic conditions. Thus, the industries were 

examples of colonial adaptation, resilience and 

paradoxically vulnerability. 

(3) There was a common assumption, that an increased 

prosperity in the colony could be induced by an 

export-orientated settler response, aimed purportedly 

at, what was perceived 

international demand for 

as being, 

colonial 

an unlimited 

produce and 

consistently high world prices. In basing agricultural 

expansion on this, the foundation was fundamentally 

shaky and the future prospects uncertain, in the sense 

that development was dependent on the vicissitudes of an 

international market. In effect there was no improved 

stability or surety, and the demise of the arrowroot and 
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coffee industries, largely at the hands of market 

forces, bore testimony to this. 

(4) The vulnerability of farmers in the face of natural 

disaster also proved to be significant. Economic surety 

and stability continued to be elusive as long as farmers 

had no effective means of defence against used 

infestation; such as the borer-infestation - which had 

ravaged coffee plantations. 

(5) The effects of this infestation were rendered more acute 

and extensive, by the prevalent, crude farming methods. 

Al though 1 imi ted technological advances had been made, 

fo_~ ,e,~--~fl,, th:~ iny~q~ion .. of_ -~-9,l .PlQ)l9h, ,by-:--.n<k:,l-rge,, -,>t, 

colonial agriculture had not yet been placed on a 

' sci en ti f i c ' basis . While agricultural adaptation took 

place, without consideration of the effects of it in 

terms of soil impoverishment and sickly plants, there 

tended to be declining farming conditions, declining 

yields, declining remuneration and a reduction in 

profitability, thereby inadvertedly defeating the object 

of commercial agriculture. Thus there appears to be a 

contradiction between the impetus towards commercial 

agriculture, and the knowledge of farming conditions and 

agricultural methods necessary to put such agricultural 

systems on a sound basis. Even those agricultural 

industries that survived until the 1880's, for example 

sugar, these farming practises were generalised enough 

to prohibit sustained growth. For those industries, like 

coffee and arrowroot, already facing a er i ses of 
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viability at the hands of market forces, it proved to be 

fatal. 

By the 1880' s sugar was the only remaining crop of the 

coastal belt with any future prospects of fulfilling 

such an intention. Coffee and arrowroot had been 

relegated to smalltime operations with a minimal export 

status, as a consequence of having fallen prey to a 

rationalisation process in a free trade era and the 

culling mechanism of commercial enterprise for redundant 

industries. 
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APPENDIX A 

1864 

1865 

1866 

1867 

1868 

1869 

1870 

1871 

1872 

18 73 

1874 

1875 

1876 

1877 

1878 

1879 

1880 

ARROWROOT FARMING ACREAGE MANUFACTORIES AND 

EXPORT QUANTITIES AND VALUE 1864 - 1880 

(Sources 

Acreage 

225 

397 

450.5 

438 

440.5 

360 

386 

* 
366 

289.5 

249 

175 

239 

397 

* 
241 

157 

Blue Books for the Colony of Natal 

for County of Durban and County of 

Victoria) 

Mills 

12 

13 

13 

14 

13 

19 

10 

15 

14 

16 

16 

17 

16 

17 

19 

6 

7 

Export 

Quantities 

in cwts 

1014 

2150 

1804 

4305 

3201 

Export 

Value 

£2848 

£3943 

£5744 

£9139 

£5501 

;104~. .'-,V· .. ,· .,, ~- ., ~46$4 

3323 £4696 

2722 £3858 

3633 £5647 

1076 £1435 

1206 £2226 

1726 £2327 

1852 £3806 

2820 £4559 

3405 £6841 

2310 £3607 

1466 £2824 

* Inadequate returns 
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APPENDIX B 

260 

250 

240 

230 

220 

210 

200 

190 

180 

170 

160 

.... l~"Q t, 
140 

130 

120 

110 

100 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

I 

GRAPH INDICATING TRENDS IN ACREAGE UNDER 

ARROWROOT FOR THE COUNTY OF DURBAN, 1862 - 1879 

(Source: Natal Blue Books) 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

1862 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 
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APPENDIX C A COMPARATIVE TABLE OF SUGAR AND COFFEE, 

INDICATING ACREAGE UNDER COVER, FOR THE COUNTIES 

OF DURBAN AND VICTORIA; 1864 - 1880 

(Source : Natal Blue Books) 

SUGAR COFFEE 

YEAR ACREAGE ACREAGE 

1864 9296 773 

1865 9967 1846 

1866 11603 2975 

1867 3571 446 

1868 6693 2148 

1869 5157 1660 

1870 5260 3152 

1871 6·168 - . .;,,·~ . 3786 - , . ~· .-- ·•.,;>-::...· 

1872 5573 3603 

18 73 5654 4 700 

1874 6481 4116 

1875 6589 3602 

1876 10538 Inadequate returns 

1877 5560 1002 

1878 9617 668 

1879 6302 624 

1880 6231 524 
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