




come were the wives who came with their 
husbands and children, widows and daughters- 
in-law - women who found the social con- 
ditions of servility unbearable and thus sought 
escape. There were also the women who were 
kidnapped or lured or tricked into joining the 
ships by unscrupulous agents. 

Generall, however ,the wornen who came 
tion which is best described by the term "from 
tion which is bst described by the term "from 
the frying pan into the fire". If they did not 
work on the fields, and were the wives of the 
labourers, they sometimes found that they and 
their children starved, for their employers 
refused to give them rations, and pay of their 
husbands-2/6 per week---was too niggardly 
to buy the family clothing and  food. They 
suffered with their men folk when the latter 
were flogged and beaten and fined a n  amount 
of money equalling as much a s  two months' 
pay, for fairly small acts of insubordination. 
such a s  coming late to work. Neither their 
husbands nor their children belonged to them. 
When working in the fields, a s  often they did, 
it was not uncommon for them to be whipped 
by the overseers because they dared to tarry 
in between work or gossip with their co-workers. 
At times they would be ill and quite incapable 
of work, yet they would be pushed into the 
fields or fined, in some cases a I/- ,  for "truant- 
ing", a s  the day's  work was interrupted. 

Sometimes complaints came to light in the 
Press and some brutal cases came to be pub- 
licised. There was the case of the women 
working on the collieries in Northern Natal 
who, in 1906, complained to the Magistrate that 
they were made to work when in advanced 
stages of pregnancy and made to strip when 
they complained that they were "unwell". 
When the employers were convinced that the 
women were really unwell and by the time a 
doctor was  called and they were transferred 
to a hospital, it was often too late. 

There was the case of Jumnee, who had to 
give birth to her baby in a wood because her 
employers worked her harshly right to the end 
of her pregnancy and  the "Protector of Indian 
Immigrants" refused to "Protect" her when she 
complained. 

Then there was the pathetic case of the 
little girl who was found dying with anaemia 
on the roadway by a group of Indians. She 
had only that day  landed in Natal and had 
been sent off in a train some 50 miles inland, 
and told to walk some three miles uphill to her 
work. 

Nobody had bothered to check her con- 
dition or health. These conditions of labour 
imposed tremendous hardships on these early 
Indians, producing a suicide rate among them. 
which was fourteen times higher than that of 
the whole of India during the period 1903 to 
1907. 

Indian women in Sc.lih Africa, however, 
do  not owe their origin in tihs country to 
indenture alone. There were wornen who came 
a s  wives cf Indians--predomii;antly Gujerati- 
of the passenger class. Kasturbai Gandhi was. 
of course, one of them, who in 1897 landed in 
Durban, rather uncomfortably, because of the 
foreign Parsi clothes her husband, then a 
snobbish young Barrister-at-Law, imposed on 
her, considering them more "civilised for the 
new country. Incidentally, Mrs. Gandhi's first 
sea voyage had proved harrasing, with 
troublesorne children; the ship placed in 
quarantine for days before landing; and the 
problematic husband, hcunde4 and beaten by 
White hooligans. 

W O I I I ~ ; ~  ccn:inuad to e n k r  S ~ u t h  Africa a s  
wives of men domiciled in South Africa until 
1952, when a new law was passed, ending all 
immigration of Indians into the country. 

While the early indentured women worked 

a s  hard a s  the indentured men in developing 
the country's agricultural resources and enrich- 
ing the country, the women of the passenger 
group were equal pioneers with their men folk 
in developing commerce and trade in South 
Africa. They joined their men folk in the shops 
set up in the rural areas, or maintained busin- 
esses themselves while their men folk did a 
type of commercial travelling or hawking, a s  
it was then termed. The women saved and 
stinted, worked hard, employed no assistants 
and tried, if they could, to build a little capital 
of security on which their children and their 
children's children could progress. 
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Before the groups of women went into 
uction, Gandhi spoke to them and in his own 
words he says: "I warned them that they might 
be given hard work in jail, made to wash 
clothes and even subjected to insults by the 
warders. But these sisters were all brave and 
feared none of these things. One'of them was 
pregnant while six of them had young babies 
in arms." There were thirteen women from 
the Transvaal, two of them Muslim, the rest 
Tamil, led by Mrs. Thambi Naidoo and thirteen 
from Natal, mostly Gujerati Hindu, led by Mrs. 
Gandhi herself. 

While the Natal group was arrested for 
crossing the Transvaal Border and imprisoned 
for three months for breaking a n  anti-Asiatic 
law, the police at first demurred with respect 
to the Transvaal women who utilised the 
opportunity, a s  planned, to campaign fervently 
among the Newcastle miners. The result was 
the great march of 2,037 men, 127 women and 
57 children from Newcastle to Balfour. This 
march ended in mass arrests and imprison- 
ments, strikes nnd ultimate redress. 

Women leader who suffered imprisonment 
during the 1913 Struggle. She died on 

February, 22nd 1914, within a few 
days of her,'release from prison. 

Siqriiiicurl:ly lieruic, wus tlic cvrllributiorl of 
a young girl, Vallial~ima, who came out of jail 
with a fever and who died wi:hin a few days 
of her release on February 22nd, 1914. She 
epitomises the contributicn of South African 
Indian womenhood towards the cause of 
democracy. Gandhi said of her: "How can I 
forget her 7 Valliamma R. Munuswami Mudliar 
was a young girl of Jchannesburg, only 16 
years of age. She was ccnfined to bed when 
I saw her. As she was a tall girl, her 
emaciated body was a terrible thing to behold." 

,, , Vallimma, do you not regret of your 
having gone to jail 7". "I am even now ready 
having gone to jail?' 'I am even now ready 
to go to jail again if I am  arrested,' she said. 

,, , But what if it results in your death? '  I 
pursued. 

" '1 do not mind it. Who would not love to 
die for one's motherland?' was the reply." 

It was resolved to erect the "Valliamma 
Hall" in her memory. It is a great pity thnt 
nothing has been done in the matter yet. 
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