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INTRODUCTION
In April 1907 some 2 208 ex-indentured Indians left Durban for Lobito
Bay in Angola.

The object of their attraction was the Benguela

Railway, work on which had begun in 1903.

Although these Indians

were bound, in terms of their contracts, to work in Angola for a
period of two years, by June 1908 approximately 1 600 of them had
either returned to Natal or were repatriated to India.

They

brought with them reports of a disastrous encounter with death and
suffering which even surpassed by far their worst experiences in
Natal, experiences that had no doubt pushed them into Angola in the
first place.

It is necessary to place the departure of the Lobito Bay Indians in
the wider context of their experiences in Natal.

Chapters 1 and 3

are devoted to such experiences and by extension, provide the most
important causal factors for their departure.

Foremost amongst these

was the shameful £3 tax to which those who had entered indenture in
Natal in terms of the Indian Immigration Law Amendment Bill of 1895
(Act 17 of 1895) were subjected.

1

The burden of the £3 tax and other discriminatory legislation; the
severely depressed economy of Natal in the ~irst Anglo Boer War years;
· and the gross abuses of indentured Indians had brought intensive
pressures and hardships to bear on the Indian population and it is
against such a backdrop that the decision to go to Angola must be seen.

1.

M. Swan:

Gandhi

~~e

South AL~ican Z~perience, p.23.

2

An altogether favourable picture was painted of conditions in Angola.
The climate of the country was reported to have been very healthy and
the circumstances under which they were to be employed appeared
promising and adequate enough, far better than anything in Natal.
In the wake of such favourable reports and what on the surface
appeared to be reasonable contracts of indenture, many Indians,
given their woeful conditions in Natal, could have hardly been
expected to think twice about offering their services.

Furthermore,

as most of the men that were recruited had for many years been
engaged in railway development in Natal, work on the Benguela
Railway was not expected to present any difficulties.

However, as will become evident in the later pages of this work,
Angola presented no respite to the intolerable conditions under
which these as well as thousands of other Indians in Natal lived
and worked.

On the contrary, life in the "Thirst" and "Hungry"

countries of the Benguela Highlands turned out to be far more discomforting, far more intolerable and far more trying than anything
they had experienced in Natal.

I have briefly discussed the geography of Angola in the hope of
\

placing the difficulties that beset the path of these Indians in
a clearer perspective.

Appropriate attention has also been given

to the financial situation obtaining in Portugal itself which
rendered her incapable of embarking on even small scale railway
development let alone a project as large as the Benguela Rail-way.
This had no doubt opened the door for Sir Robert Williams to step

3

in and build the railway.

The concession to build the railroad had

been obtained by Williams, one of Rhodes's men, who had discovered
mineral deposits in the Katanga and conceived the notion of building
a line from the Congo to Benguela-Lobito.

2

The Benguela Railway was big, it was imaginative and it was expensive.
Begun in 1903 the line did not reach the Congo frontier until 1929.
International intrigues, difficulties of finance and construction,
the outbreak of the First World War and other factors all conspired
to delay the completion of the project.

The shortage of labour in

the early stages of construction presented a serious problem forcing
the contractors to look farther afield for their labour supply and
it was this search for labour beyond the borders of Angola that was
to underlay the advent of the Labita Bay Indians.

2.

J. Duffy:

Portuguese Africa, p.347.
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CHAPTER
THE NATAL EXPERIENCE

It is a widely known historical fact that Indians first arrived in
Natal in 1860.

Their arrival was welcomed by the coastal cash crop

farmers and other employers who looked forward to the advantages to
be derived by the presence of these indentured labourers.

By 1866,

when immigration was temporarily stopped, a total of 6 445 men, women
and children had arrived in the colony.

They were assigned as field

workers to planters, to households as domestic servants, and to
Government departments such as the Port Captain's office, the Durban
Corporation and the Natal Railway Company.

1

However, neither these

employers nor the Colony of Natal seem to have faced the sociological
implications of this venture of bringing Indians to Natal nor of
having shown any semblance of human compassion and und·erstanding
towards the "immigrants" who were mainly regarded as "hands" and
no more.

2

At first the presence of the ex-indentured or "free" Indians was not
opposed by the European population.

They were gradually integrated,

with little fuss, into the economic structure of Natal.

Their small

numbers, their illiteracy and their poverty were their strength and
the Europeans, fearing nothing from the newcomers were not lath to
,help them and be helped by them.

1.

2.
3.

3

J. Brain: 'Indentured and Free Indians in the Economy of Colonial
Natal' in B. Guest and J.M. Sellers (eds): Enterprise and
Exploitation in a Victorian Colony: Aspects of the Economic and
Social History of Colonial Natal, p.202.
E.H. Brookes and C.D.B. Webb: A History of Natal, p.86.
Ibid., p.88.

5

Whilst it must be conceded that there were some Natalians who had
always protested against the introduction of the Indians, the intense
anti-Indian feeling of later years seems to have come subsequently,
no doubt fueled by the rise in population and by the improvement of
the economic status of many Indians to a point which made white men
feel threatened by their presence.

Indentured labourers who had elected to return to India after having
served their period of indenture told stories of floggings, torture,
inadequate medical attention, of the incompetence and bias of the
magistrates and of their inability to acquire redress for their
grievances.

Such complaints prompted the Indian Government in 1871

to forbid further emigration to Natal.

The result of these stories

and the Indian Government's action in halting immigration was the
Coolie Commission of 1872.

Not until this Commission·had published

its report was the Government of India prepared to reconsider the
matter, and negotiations began for the reintroduction of the indenture
4
.
d cond"itions.
.
system und er new an d l.lllprove

A P rotector o f I n d"ian

Immigrants was subsequently appointed in terms of Law 12 of 1872
to look after the interests of the Indian "immigrants."

Anti-Indian propaganda and legislation really came into its own in
the 1880s.

As already mentioned this could be ascribed to the

perceptible increase of the Indian population and of Indian economic
standards and more significantly to the success of the "Arab" trader

4.

J. Brain, op. cit., p.204.

6

whose business success was a source of economic jealousy to the
Europeans.

5

Four years after the report of the Wragg Commission (1885-7) which
inter alia stated that the general European opinion in Natal was
that Indians should remain in the Colony as indentured labourers
only, a beginning was made to introduce various changes in the laws
relating to indentured immigrants.

The feelings of the colonists

in Natal became evident in the passing of the Immigration Law, Act 25
of 1891 which revoked the grant of Crown Lands to time-expired
labourers.

Thus the possibility of residence in Natal after the

completion of indentures which had been incorporated in earlier
immigration laws was now abrogated.

6

The acquisition of Responsible Government in Natal in.1893 was to
foreshadow anti-Indian legislation and action which became so
characteristic of Natal's political life.

The Binns-Mason report

which was the product of the Binns-Mason Commission that was sent
to India to work out an arrangement with the Indian Government for
the time expired labourers to return to India instead of settling
down as "free" Indians in Natal, culminated in the scandalous
Immigration Law Amendment Act of 1895 (Act 17 of 1895).

The period

between 1895 and 1903 can in fact be characterised as the period
·which saw restrictive immigration laws being introduced to minimise
the entry of free Indians in Natal.

5.
6.

7.

7

In moving the second reading

Brookes and Webb, op. cit., p.157.
B. Pachai: The International Aspects of the South African
Indian Question, 1860-1971, p.8.
S. Bha11:a and B. Pachai: A Documentary History oi L1dian
South Africans, p.53.

7

of the bill that was to be eventually passed as Act 17 of 1895, the
Attorney-General in Natal summed up the Colonial European point of
view in this entire anti-immigration legislative progrannne by saying
that the Indians were appreciated as labourers only and were not
welcomed as settlers and competitors.

8

Act 17 of 1895_ sought to

ammend the 1891 Immigration Act in two respects: firstly by stipulating
that at the end of his five-year term of indenture the Indians must
return to India, or else be re-indentured for a term of two years;
secondly, and it is for this reason that Act 17 has become so notorious,
if he did not re-indenture, or return to his home country, he would be
required to pay £3 tax annually.

9

At first the tax was payable by

adults only but in 1903 it was extended to apply to girls aged thirteen
and boys aged sixteen years.

By legislative enactment free Indians

that had e~tered indenture after1895 were now made unwelcome.

10

The

imposition of the £3 tax led to considerable hardships which was
expected as the average monthly income of a free labourer was between
twenty and twenty-five shillings.

Those who were unable to pay were

charged and imprisoned without regard to the merits and nature of the
case and in blatant disregard of the pledges given to the Indian
Government by the Colony of Natal that the contravention of the
provisions of this Act would not be dealt with as penal offences.

8.
9.
10.
11.

Pachai, op. cit., p.9.
Bhana and Pachai, op. cit., p.53.
Pachai, op. cit., p.9
The Natal Mercury, 24-7-1909, "Indian Grievances".
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8

In response to the Indian Immigration Law Amendment Bill of 1895,
leading Indian figures in a petition to the Governor wrote of the
£3 measure:
" ... why one class of Her Majesty's subjects,
and this the most useful to the colony, should
be singled out for such taxation, it is in the
humble opinion of your petitioners difficult to
understand. Your petitioners almost respectfully venture to submit that it is not in
accordance with the principle of justice and
equity to make a man pay heavily for being
allowed to remain free in the Colony after
he has already lived under bondage for 10 years .••• 11

12

The £3 tax was to be the single most important factor that pushed
more than two thousand Indians into Angloa and an even worse fate.

The litany of discriminatory legislation continued in 1896 by the
passing of the Franchise Act (Act 8 of 1896) which, without mentioning race or colour, deprived Asiatics of the vote by the ingenious
device of denying the vote in Natal to anyone whose home country did
not have its own parliamentary representation.

13

Yet another piece

, of legislation, the Immigration Restriction Act, was introduced in
1897, which made it necessary for a literary test to be applied in
a European language to the disembarking immigrant.

However, the

wording of the legislation was such that it gave immigration officials

\
the discretion to ensure that the law did not operate against illiterate
whites seeking entry into Natal.

The Act's primary function was to

curb the entry of free or passenger Indians.

12.
13.

Parliamentary member,

Bhana and Pachai, op. cit., pp.53-54.
N. Parsons: A New History of Southern Africa, p.186.

9

J.L. Hulett said that the immigration law was necessary to prevent
the country as well as the towns from being "flooded with so-called
14
Arab merchants."

This law of 1897 was replaced by legislation in

1903 which ensured an even tighter control over the entry of "free"
Indians into Natal.

Thus the first four years of Responsible Government had seen the Natal
Legislature close the franchise to Indians, endeavour to stop Indian
Immigration, impose a heavy tax on indentured Indians refusing to reindenture at the expiry of their indenture period, and even make it
difficult for new arrivals to obtain trading licences via the Dealers'
Licences Law Amendment Bill.

In short the Government had acted purely

as the agent of the white population, and not for all sections of the
.
. Nata.
l 15
popu 1 ation
in

Economic dislocation brought on by a number of factors but more so by
the Anglo Boer War of 1899-1902 was also responsible for wave after
wave of anti-Indian sentiment in the period between 1902 and 1907.
From the point of view of Natal, the war between Britain and the Boer
Republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State was a war in which
she had to defend herself against attack.
\

Fundamentally it was an

"imperial" war in which the South African policy of Joseph Chamberlain
.and Alfred Milner was pitted against the stubborn patriotism of Kruger

14.

15.

S. Bhana: 'Indian Trade and Trader in Colonial Natal' in B. Guest
and J.M. Sellers (eds): Enterprise and Exploitation in a Victorian
Colony: Aspects of the Economic and Social History of Colonial
Natal, p.246.
Brookes and Webb, op. cit., p.184.

10

and Steyn.

16

It was not fundamentally Natal's war.

However, this

did not mean that Natal was to be spared from the economic ravages
of the post-war period.

It is true that Natal, as did the Cape,

experienced a moneta~yeconomic boom after the war but then almost
every war tends to produce a temporary boom followed by a depression.
This temporary boom which was characterised mainly by an extensive
speculation in fixed property, especially in the coastal towns was
responsible for the large scale immigration to Natal.

17

People

flocked into the Colony by their thousands and between 1899 and
1904 the white population of Natal increased by nearly fifty thousand,
whereas the increase for the previous twenty years was not more than
half this number.

18

The large .sums of money spent by the Imperial

Government after the war managed to keep the great influx of
population going while those who had made money invested it in
land and in mining enterprises at highly inflated prices.

The depression of 1903-9, despite the rapid advance of the gold
mining industry, was one of the severest and undoubtedly the most
prolonged South Africa has ever experienced.

The explanation lies

in the destruction of the interior caused by the war.

Years of

patient labour had to be spent to restore the farms to their normal
productive capacities.

In addition, foreign capitalists, frightened

by losses on gold shares, especially in 1889-91 and 1895-6 were
reluctant to cause an inflow of much needed capital into the country.

16.
17.
18.
19.

Ibid., p.202.
C.G.W. Schumann: Structural Changes and Business Cycles in
South Africa, 1806-1936, p.43.
The Natal Mercury, 17 October 1906.
Schumann,
. cit., pn. 93-94.
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11

The position of the Indians in Natal during the depression years grew
no easier than in previous years.

As the importance of indentured

Indians began to decline,,the proportion of "free" to indentured
Indians among the population naturally rose.

Lord Milner's Customs

Conference which met in Bloemfontein in 1903 to set up a South African
Customs Union passed a resolution against the permanent settlement of
20
.
. Sout h Arica.
f .
In d ians
in

While efforts were made to reduce Indian

immigrants, expatriation figures rose.
had been the highest in years.

Expatriation figures for 1903

However, such figures soon dwindled

much to the dismay of those who saw in expatriation a solution to the
"Indian problem."

It became increasingly clear that most of the

Indians were in Natal to stay, and that as indentures expired all
.

would be, at any rate int h e tee hnical sense, free.

21

Much of the anti Indian sentiment was due to the economic pressure
that was brought to bear, during the depression years, on the
population in Natal, more especially on the population of the towns.
Some whites naively believed that the chief cause of so many people
being unemployed was due to "cheap coolie" competition.

22

However,

the truth of the matter was that "cheap coolie" labour had practically
no more to do with unemployment and the general condition of things
than it had to do with the financial crises in New Zealand and
Australia in the 1880's and 1890's.

20.
21.
22.
23.

23

The main cause of the economic

Brooke and Webb, op. cit., p.216.
Ibid., p.216.
TheNatal Mercury, 17 October 1906.
Ibid.

12

dislocation in Natal during the depression years was the huge
shrinkage of capital and restriction in the spending power of
the community which followed rash speculation and excessive
expenditure in the post war boom.

Rather than undermine the economic structure of Natal, "cheap-coolie"
labour, as well as high-priced skilled white labour, were the
foundations on which this economic structure was built.

It is also

useful to note that cheap Indian labour did not apply to any extent
in the Cape Colony or in the Transvaal, where there was a similar

.

want of employment tot hat in Natal.

24

Even if every Indian in Natal

was repatriated, there would still have been black or coloured unskilled labour at a much lower price than white skilled labour.

The unemployment situation in Durban in 1906 was such that the Durban
Corporation which in 1855 had petitioned the Governor of Natal for the
importation of cheap-coolie labour, saw fit to dispense with the
services of some of its Indian employees in favour of certain of
the unemployed white burgesses of the town.

25

The Indians of Durban

had done yeoman service in cleansing the town and rendering it
beautiful enough to attract a settled European community.
It

The

•
•
•
"
Indian
Opinion
of October 20th 1906 wrote of the Corporation's

decision:

24.
25.

Ibid.
Indian Opinion, October, 20th 1906 "Durban and its unemployed"
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" .•. colour feeling runs too high in Durban and
all sympathy is, as a matter of course, given
to the white unemployed. But what about these
unemployed Indians. If, as publicly stated,
the Indian employees have faithfully served
the municipality for 20 to 30 years, the
Council's ingratitude is but the more pronounced
and we can only hope that the public heart will
be moved by a sense of compassion for these unfortunate but highly deserving men."
In the same vein the Rand Daily Mail wrote:
"Their ( the Indian unemployed) forefathers c.ame
in largely at the request of the white men, and
if the white men now find that a great mistake
has been made, they cannot justly punish the
Asiatics for their own error of judgement or
lack of foresight .••. Shut the door to more
[innnigrant] Asiatics by all means but do not
behave harshly to those who are already in
the country."
26

There were feelings among many whites that there existed only one
remedy for the "damage" caused to the white population by the Indians
and that was for an enactment to be obtained that would make it
necessary for all indentured Indians to return to India for the
completion of their indenture, which in effect would mean that a
month or two before the expiry of their indenture, they would be
shipped back to their native country.

27

Such extreme measures were,

however, never taken although the general consensus among whites
appeared to favour a halt in Indian Im.migration.

It was in such an economic, political and social climate that the
possibility of work on the Benguela Railway in Labita Bay for some
Indians offered the chance of a welcome respite to their sufferings

26.
27.

Indian Opinion, October 27th 1906 "The Durban Unemployed."
1
Indian Opinion, Jane.a:::-~·- 5th, 1 907 '1 Tr.-= -r:7'di8:t ir. M:1~a1 !

14

in Natal.

To those for whom this possibility was to become a

reality, life in Natal was to prove far less intolerable than
the life which awaited them in the "Hungry Country" of Angola.

\
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CHAPTER 2
ANGOLA AND TiiE PORTUGUESE

Angola is a solid block of territory extending from the mouth of the
River Congo to the desert of South West Africa.

It occupies a large

portion of tropical and sub-tropical West Africa, south of the equator.
It is situated approximately between 6 degrees and 17 degrees south
latitude, and extends from about 12 degrees to 24 degrees east
longitude.

Contained in this is an area of some 768 000 square

kilometres, with a coast-line of 2 400 kilometres.

It is bordered

on the north and north-east by Zaire (formerly the Belgian Congo),
in the east by Zambia (formerly Northern-Rhodesia) and in the south
by Botswana ( formerly Bechuanaland) and Namibia ( South West Africa) •

Most of Angola stands within the central African plateau.
graphy may be divided into 3 great zones.

Its topo-

First there is a coastal

lowland which extends most of the length of Angloa from the extreme
north near the Congo River mouth to the extreme south.

Next there

is a narrow sub-plateau strip which rises from 295 to 1 040 metres.
The eastern-most zone, a true plateau, rises in a series of table
lands from 1 200 to 2 100 metres.
\

climate, vegetation and relief.

1

Angola has a great variety of

The coast for the most part is

washed by the southern currents from the Antartic making it much
cooler than countries in the same latitude on the east coast.
coastal region is further tempered by southern winds, and is

1.

D.L. Wheeler and R. Pelissier:

Angola, p.1.

The
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relatively dry and waterless with not much rainfall.

This dry belt

extends inland for a distance of 80 to 120 km, narrowing in to the
coast and merging into more normally-watered country north of Lobito
and south of Luanda, where the southern currents begin to lose their
effect.

2

The flora and fauna in these regions resemble that of the

dry country of the Kalahari and South-West Africa, of which this
coastal belt is an extension.

The Luanda coastal lowland is thus

dry and desolate although the greater Luanda region or Province has
the advantage of containing the Kwanga River, the largest in Angola
apart from the Congo.

Benguela Province has been called the "core" of Angola because of its
central position, its access to the great southern African plateau and
its importance as an area of dense population.

The Benguela sub-

plateau which is steep and not easily accessible from the coast has
two major seasonal divisions: a rainy season that begins normally in
early October and lasts with variations of rainfall until late April
or early May, and a dry season that lasts from May to September.
Parts of the belt near Mossamedes, north of the Cunene River, are
sandy deserts with no rainfall at all.

Near Lobito the rainfall

averages from 25 to 38 mm per annum, which increases towards the north.
In this area the heaviest fall is between February and the beginning
of May, the maximum being generally at the end of March and the
beginning of April.

2.
3.

3

Angola's tropical climate has had a crucial

H.F. Varian: Some African Milestones, p.149.
Ibid., p.149.
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influence on the history of the territory.

The peoples of Angola

have suffered many diseases, both endemic and epidemic.

The hot

and humid climate in the lower altitudes (coastal lowlands) and
in the northern part of the country encouraged tropical diseases
like malaria, yellow fever, sleeping sickness, hookworm, leprosy
and elephantiasis all of which served to discourage human activity
in both native and stranger.

4

Angola, for the Portuguese, began in the latter part of the Fifteenth
Century when Diogo Cao discovered the mouth of the Congo River.

Cao

and his successors had subsequently sought to introduce the ancient
Kingdom of Kongo in Northern Angola into the Commonwealth of Fifteenth

. .
5
Century Ch ristians.

However, this enlightened attitude did not last

in the wake of the European need for minerals, settlement lands and
manpower.

The first incentive to the Portuguese to conquer a colony in Anga1a
was the hope of acquiring land suitable for European settlement
similar to those which were being settled in Brazil.

Another and

equally important incentive was Portuguese expectations of finding
mineral wealth.

The latter incentive was behind the first official

expedition to Angola in 1520 by Balthaser de Castro who was
commissioned to explore the kingdom of Ndongo and to report on all
the mines and.other riches to be found there.

4.
5.
6.

6

The search for silver

Wheeler and Pelissier, op. cit., p.6.
D•. Birmingham: The Portuguese Conquest of Africa, p.50.
Ibid., p.9.

18

and gold underlay the first stage of the military conquest of Angola
which began when Paulo Dias arrived in Luanda in February 1575.

Since 1560 the legend of the great silver mines of Cambambe in Ndongo
had grown.

By 1605 and in a period marked by long and bitter wars,

one of which saw the death of Dias, the Portuguese finally reached
Cambambe under the leadership of Manuel Cerverira Pereira.
Cambambe, however, no sign of any silver was found.

At

In fact to date

no commercially exploitable deposits of silver or gold have been
found in Angola.

7

The dominant historical fact which affected all aspects of life in
Angola, however, from its penetration by the Portuguese in the
Fifteenth Century to the transition to colonialism in the Nineteenth
Century was the slave trade.

8

Traffic in human beings was the

motivating factor behind the second stage of the military conquest of
Angola (1605 to 1641).

Such a profitable commerce inevitably attracted

competition from other European nations.

Foreigners arrived to wrench

men, women and children from their lands and ship them as slaves to
a new world where they had no roots.

9

The expansion of the American

economies in the Eighteenth Century increased the demand for slaves.
The coastal settlements of Angola were the reservoirs of a never
~nding supply of slaves to Brazil, traffic in which was conducted

7.
8.
9.

L.W. Henderson:
Ibid., p.75.
Ibid., p.25.

Angola: Five Centuries of Conflict, p.34.

19

largely through Sao Tome and the Cape Verde Islands.

The slave trade,

however, played a negative role in Portugal's economic history.
Whilst the trade profitted Portugal's strong commercial interests,
it did not move it to develop industry or wage labour.

England,

France and Holland exploited the slave trade to transform feudalism
into industrial capitalism which demanded raw materials and markets
more than slave labour or plantations.

When these countries noticed

that the slave trade actually retarded economic development, they
abolished it.

Portugal on the other hand resisted abolition because

the plantation slave trade economy was compatible with its feudalism. JO

By the first decade of the Nineteenth Century slavery was abolished
by the European nations and in countries like Denmark and Britain
and at the Congress of Verona, strong opposition to traffic in slaves
and especially against the inhuman conditions under which this was
conducted forced Portugal in 1836 to likewise prohibit the slave
trade throughout her possessions.

The slave trade had been endemic in Africa and slavery in a sense
served to support native autonomy, since the chiefs were the main
procurers of slaves.
from Angola.

11

A significant number of slaves were drawn

In fact Angola is considered to have been the largest

exporter of slaves (4 million in all).

12

The acute labour shortage

of later years and the advent of the Lobito Bay Indians could largely

10.
11.
12.

Ibid., p.85.
H.V. Livermore: A New History of Portugal, p.301.
Henderson, op. cit., p.94.

20

be ascribed . to

the "brawn drain" of an earlier age.

In spite of

prohibition, Portugal in 1858 issued general regulations for contract
labour which amounted to slavery in another guise.

Forced labour

continued to be sent to the Portuguese Equatorial Islands of Sao
Tome and Principe even well into the Twentieth Century.

Angola was one of the vortexes of the "scramble" for Africa in the
latter part of the Nineteenth Century as Portuguese, French, British
and Belgian interests clashed at the mouth of the Congo.

The Berlin

West African Conference of 1884-5 that had gathered to discuss the
issue of free trade in the Congo basin committed its signatories
to substantiate any territorial claim in Africa by the "establishment
of authority."

13

The frontiers of Angola were to be determined in

the post Berlin Conference period.

Thus as defined today territorially,

Angola is about 100 years old, its borders having been fixed as a
result of political and commercial conflicts between Portugal and
its colonial competitors, with no regard for the boundaries of the
peoples of Angola and no participation by their leaders.

14

The northern frontiers at the mouth of the Congo were fixed by a
treaty signed by Portugal and the Congo Free State in Hay 1891.

The

eastern frontier between Angola and Zambia was a compromise between
.the rival claims of Portugal and Great Britain in the scramble for
central Africa.

Following the Berlin conference and direct

negotiations with France and Germany, Portugal drew a map, which

l 3.
14.

Ibid. , p • l 0 4.
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has become famous as the "pink" or "rose-coloured" map uniting Angola
and Mozambique.

France and Germany promised Portugal their good

offices to secure recognition of Portugal's grand plan to control
a strip of land right across central Africa but reserving the rights
·
15
already acquired by other powers.

However, Portugal had omitted to

negotiate with Britain, its principal rival for this territory.

The

"pink-map" drew protestations from the Prime Minister in England
Lord Salisbury who, in June 1887, stated that his Government could
not recognise Portuguese sovereignty in territories not occupied
with sufficient forces to maintain order in response to which
Portugal's Minister of Foreign Affairs, Barros Gomes, pointed out
that the Congo Free State had no

effective occupation when it had

obtained recognition, and that Germany had not occupied South West
Africa when her claims were admitted.

16

However, Britain had had no designs on the Congo itself and had
declined when Henry Morton Stanley urged her to take an interest
in it, but at the same time it must be said that Britain was not
really anxious to see any other power installed in the Congo.

Her

interest in the Congo had been confined to securing freedom of
navigation and trade and she was prepared to support any policy that
.

f avoure d it.

17

In any event subsequent disputes over Portugal's

"pink-map" were to culminate in the so-called Ultimatum in 1890
.from Lord Salisbury, who demanded that Portugal withdraw from the
territory of Mashonaland under threat of recalling the British Minister

15.
16.
17.

Livermore, op. cit., p.305.
Ibid., p.306.
J. M2rtelli: LecDold to Lumumba, p.88.
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from Lisbon.

Portugal consequently accepted an eastern frontier

for Angola which was 1 200 km from Mozambique allowing Britain to
establish its colonies in Malawi (Nyasaland) and Northern and
Southern Rhodesia between the two Portuguese colonies.

The southern border of Angola was negotiated later out of the conflicting interests of Portugal and Germany which established a protectorate
over South West Africa in 1890.

In spite of Portugal's pretensions to the contrary, she really did not
qualify as a colonial power when looked at economically and politically.
. 11y Portuga 1 was as muc h co 1ony as co 1onizer.
.
Economica

18

She depended

to a significant degree on capital from other Western European countries.
The Industrial Revolutions of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries
had hardly touched Portugal which at the tum of the Twentieth Century
remained largely rural (more than 80 per cent).

Portugal's stature as

a colonial power is best described by colonialist historian, Gomes dos
Santos who wrote in 1903:
"We did not know, and we do not know, how
to colonise ••• We are utopian dreamers,
a race of inept sluggards who have always
been content with national sovereignty."

19

The lack of colonial development in Angola and in Portuguese Africa in
general for that matter could largely be ascribed to economic and

18.
19.

Henderson, op. cit., p.65.
J. Duffy: Portuguese Africa, p.80.
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financial conditions in Portugal itself which were the products of
inept policies.

Whilst the modernisation of Portugal could not be

undertaken without Foreign loans, successive Portuguese Governments,
over the forty-year period from 1850 to 1890 acted as if the mere
securing of foreign loans was enough, and as if the rate at which
they were secured and the use to which they were put were matters
. .ff erent. 20
more or less indi

The burgeoning national debt had by

1890, the year of the financial crash reached soaring heights.

The

famous Portuguese Finance Minister, Fontes Pereira de Mello had
written as far back as 1852:
"So long as there is a deficit, small or great,
that constantly burdens the treasury, the
country will inevitably move toward an abyss,
from which it can only be saved by energetic
and suitable measures, the worse the evil
becomes, and the more delay there is in tackling
it, the more difficult and ineffective such
measures are likely to be."
21

The catalysts for the economic and financial crises of 1890 were the
economic collapse in South America, which affected the Portuguese
balance of payments as well as the current demands on the treasury;
and the British Ultimatum of 1890.

Brazilian remittances, which in

1889, had amounted to almost one million sterling, fell to less than
one fifth that sum.

Also, the great London financial house of Baring

Brothers which was heavily coilililitted in Latin America, failed in
November 1890 and its short term advances to Portugal, amounting to

20.
21.

R.J. Hann:nond:
Ibid., p.203.

Portugal and Africa

1815-1910, p.203.
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700 000 pounds were called in.

22

Attempts by Portugal to arrange

fresh short-term credits on the London market failed.

The Bank of

Portugal declared a moratorium, and the non-party Government, which
succeeded the liberal Progressist Government which fell in the wake
of the British Ultimatum, was on the verge of bankruptcy during 1891
and 1892.

Measures in 1893 to raise all kinds of taxes and duties

resulted in wide spread agitation and resentment leading to the fall
of the Government.

The Regenerator Government which succeeded the

Progressists was unable to steer the country and the economy out of
the doldrums and it too fell, bringing the Progressists back to
power.

23

The financial situation, however, remained precarious.

In May 1897, the British Secretary of State for Colonies, Joseph
Chamberlain, offered to guarantee Portuguese Colonial possessions
and to extend a loan in return for virtual control of Lourenco
Marques (Delagoa Bay) and thus of access to the Transvaal Republic
via the Delagoa Bay Railway.

The proposal was, however, rejected.

In 1898, Portugal, through its Foreign Minister, Luis de Several,
approached Britain for a loan of 8 million pounds to pay off maturing
debts and for developing the port and railway at Lourenco Marques.
Germany stepped in at this juncture with the proposal that any loan
to Portugal should be part German and part British and that the customs
duties securing each such part should indicate the territorial claims
of each power should Portugal " go to pieces
·
"

24

Wh at f o 11 owe d was a

series of conventions or treaties in 1898, some of them secret, by and

22.
23.

Ibid., p.205.
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between the Germans and the British in terms of which the British
part of any loan would be secured on the revenue of Mozambique south
of the Zambezi and of a coastal strip of Angola which included the
port of Luanda; the German part would be secured on the remainder.
Each side agreed not to seek concessions in the other's area of
interest, nor to seek possession, occupation or control in such
.
.
25
terr 1. ton.es.

The Portuguese Government was aware that Britain and Germany both
desired the dismemberment of Portugal's colonies and the Portuguese
Government desisted from raising a loan.

Portugal tried negotiating

with the French but the demands of the French financiers were excessive
and a small loan was raised privately in London to meet immediate needs.
In 1902 King Edward VII visited Lisbon and an agreement was finally
reached with Portugal's foreign bondholders.

It is against such an economic and political backdrop that the building
of the Benguela Railway, one of the great pioneering works of the
Continent must be seen.

It is evident that Portugal was not in a

position to provide the capital necessary to develop Angola which was
fourteen times larger than Portugal itself.

The bankruptcy of the

Portuguese State and its consequent exclusion from the international
money market came just when its political need to raise funds for
colonial development was greater than ever before and this accounts
for both the extent and character of the concession hunting that

25.

Ibid., p.253.

26

became rampant in Lisbon during the last decade of the Nineteenth
Century when Sir Hugh Macdonnel, the British Minister to Lisbon
put it in a despatch to his Government,
" ••• the system took root ••• of granting
concessions in Africa to any applicant
without inquiry into their substance
or respectability."
26
There was, however, no doubting the substance of the concession seeking
Sir Robert Williams, the mastermind behind that monarch of Angola's
and probably even Southern Africa's railway system, the Benguela
Railway.

26.

Ibid., p.214.
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CHAPTER

3

THE BENGUELA RAILWAY : THE BEGINNING

In the wake of mining, agricultural, commercial and industrial
development and growth in Africa, the railway proved to be the key
to the unlocking of the continent's wealth.

The first railway

service in Africa opened in Egypt in 1856 between Alexandria and
Cairo.

By this time most countries in Europe had been served by

rail transport for about 25 years and Canada already had about 3 200 km
of track.

India had its first line, from Bombay to Thana, in 1853.

1

Rail construction within South Africa and Southern Africa in general
began fairly slowly.

While the rest of the world was moving at the

.
.
. h
pace of steam, South Africa
had been keepin~
step wit
the ox. 2

The

first line in Southern Africa of about a mile in length came into
operation between the Point and Durban in 1860.

However, with the

discovery of diamonds near Hope Town in 1867 and the discovery of
gold on the Rand in 1886, railway development in Southern Africa
came into its own.

To meet the internal needs of the gold mines,

a railway known as the "Rand Tram" was built in 1890 from Boksburg
to Johannesburg.

By 1892 the first train from Cape Town reached

the gold fields on the Witwatersrand.

Within a few months links

were completed with Port Elizabeth and East London.

The service to

Lourenco Marques (Delagoa Bay) was opened in 1894 and about a year
later the first train from Durban reached Johannesburg.

1.

2.

H.F. Varian: Some African Milestones, (Publishers Introduction)
The Natal Advertiser, 9-7-1907 "Railway Problems -~ -- · -~
"
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Bestriding the political scene of Southern Africa in these times was
Cecil John Rhodes, now at the height of his fame as a multi-millionaire
and Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, and founder of the British
South Africa Company.

Formed principally to gain control of and

develop what later became known as Rhodesia, the company received
its Royal Charter from Queen Victoria on 29 October 1889, and with
it the approval of the British Government to occupy all territory
north of the Zambezi.

3

This was Rhodes's first achievement towards

realisation of his dream for an all-British occupancy reaching from
the Cape to Cairo in which a 11,200 km Cape to Cairo rail and river
route was to be the dominant instrument.

4

Rhodes and his colleagues, most notably Sir Robert Williams were
convinced of the importance of railways in the development and
expansion of new territories.

They were vital if Africa was to

be opened up to European commerce and capital.

Although the Cape

to Cairo scheme never materialised in its entirety, the next fifty
years saw the spread of a web of "pioneer railways" which penetrated
virtually the entire sub-continent from Vryburg in the south to Beira
in the east, the Congo in the north, and Lobito (The Benguela Railway)
in the west.

5

The genesis of the Benguela Railway lay in the great copper belt of
Katanga in the independent State of the Congo.

3.

4.
5.

The province of Katanga

G. Martelli: Leopold to Lumumba, p.130.
Varian, op. cit., (Publisher's Introduction)
Ibid., p.96.
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was a country extremely remote and highly inaccessible and for
hundreds of years all that was known in the outside world was
that somewhere in the mysterious interior of Africa, copper was
produced and that it reached the coast in the form of ingots.
In the Sixteenth Century, the metal was already being exported to
Europe from Angola and the mouth of the River Congo.

6

The first report of some substance about Katanga came from the
Portuguese explorer, Francisco de Lacerda.

Lacerda spoke of a

chief, south of Lake Mweru who,
"possessed copper and gold mines and was at
war with another chief whose land produced
latao (yellow copper)."
7
A few years later, in 1806, two Portuguese African slave traders
reported that on a trip from Angola to Mozambique, during which trip
they passed through Katanga, they found copper being used as money and
ornamentation.

This report was later confirmed by Henry Livingstone

and V.L. Cameron, the explorer who became King Leopold II of Belgium's
associate in the development of Katanga, and by the Plymouth Brethren
missionaries, Frederick Stanley Arnot and Dan Crawford who lived in
Katanga for many years.

6.
7.
8.

8

Martelli, op. cit., p.128.
Ibid., p.128.
S.E. Katzenellenbogen: Railways and the Copper Mines of
Katanga, p.8.
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Leopold remained indifferent to Katanga until he read a newspaper
article on the acquisition of a charter by Cecil Rhodes and the
British South Africa Company (Chartered).

He subsequently contacted

Albert Thys, one of his staunch financial supporters and founder of
the Compagnie du Congo pour le Commerce et l'Industrie (CCCI) which
was formed for the dual purpose of exploring a route for a planned
railway linking the Lower and Upper Congo.

9

Rhodes meanwhile had

designs of his own with regard to control over Katanga's mineral
resources which he and the directors of Chartered believed would be
a valuable asset for the company.

There was some disagreement,

however, as to how such control should be secured.

Rhodes's view

was that as Leopold had not fulfilled the Berlin Act requirement
of "effective occupation", Katanga was still a "no-man's" land and
that Leopold could not dispose of it.

In this view of his, Rhodes

was wrong as the Berlin Act referred only to the effective occupation
of coastal areas, most of which had already been claimed and occupied
·
10
by the time the Berlin Conference was called.

George Cawston, the

London manager of Chartered, maintained that Katanga belonged unquestioningly to the Congo State, but that Leopold was tired of the heavy
financial burden the State was placing on him and that Leopold would
be prepared to co-operate with Chartered rather than seek German
assistance for Katanga's development.

In order to forestall British designs in Katanga, Thys formed the
Compagnie du Katanga in 1891 which mounted expedition after expedition

9.
10.

Martelli, op. cit., p.129.
Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.12.
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into Katanga.

The results obtained from all these expeditions

proved decisive for in a treaty signed on 12 May 1894, the British
Government recognised the frontier between the Congo Free State and
Chartered's northern territory.

In spite of his failure to get in first in Katanga, Rhodes had not
abandoned his idea of a Cape to Cairo railway.

It was Rhodes's view

that railways were built with the wealth of the countries they served.
By 1898, the railway had arrived from South Africa at Bulawayo in
Southern Rhodesia.

If it were to continue northward, it was essential

to develop the minefields which Rhodes believed lay beyond the Zambezi.
Geological science as well as the experience of explorers indicated
that minefields were likely to be located on the watershed separating
the bas,.ins of the Zambezi and the Congo, and which ran along the
southern frontier separating Katanga from Rhodesia.

11

To test this

theory Rhodes requested one of his associates, Robert Williams, to
organise a prospecting expedition to Rhodesia.

Williams, a Scottish

mining engineer, had first arrived in South Africa in 1881 to work
for Blaikie Brothers, a Scottish firm building a bridge at Kimberley.

12

In 1890, when Rhodes had had hopes of mineral wealth in Southern
Rhodesia, he asked Williams if he would report on the country's
mineral prospects.

He agreed and formed the Zambezi Exploring Company

to finance the expedition.

Although the subsequent expedition

brought no substantial result, Williams still shared Rhodes's belief

11.
12.

Martelli, op. cit., p.156.
Katzenellenbogen, op. ci~., p.21.
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in the existence of a minefield on the Zambezi-Congo watershed and
agreed with him that another attempt should be made to find it.
From the Chartered Company of which Rhodes was chairman, Williams
obtained a concession to prospect over 3 200 sq. km in Northern
Rhodesia and at the same time opened negotiations with the Belgians
for a similar concession in Katanga, being convinced that if there
was a minefield it would be on both sides of the frontier.

13

Williams succeeded in interesting several financiers in London
and in January 1899 a company called Tanganyika Concessions Limited
(Tanks) was constituted with a capital of £100 000 and himself as
managing director to take over and exploit the concession.

14

To lead the expedition Williams appointed George Grey, brother of the
British Foreign Secretary between 1905 and 1916, Sir Edward Grey.
Grey had worked with Williams in the Zambezia Exploring Company and
was considered experienced in dealing with Africans.

Grey was

instructed to prospect as far north and as close to the Katanga
border as possible.

He believed that the great divide between the

Congo and the Zambezi Rivers would be rich in minerals in the same
way as the Witwatersrand further south.

His belief was corcect for

Grey reported in September 1899 that he had found a rich copper
deposit at Kansanshi, 10 km south of the Belgian Congo.

15

Grey also

~eported that he had seen traces of gold in streams flowing from
Katanga.

13.
14.
15.
16 •
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Armed with this information, Williams itmnediately opened
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negotiations with the Comite Special du Katanga (formed in June 1900
and representing the interests of the Congo State and the Compagnie
du Katanga).

This resulted in the Comite Special du Katanga and

Williams reaching an agreement in December 1900 for the joint mineral
exploration of Katanga for a period of 5 years, with Williams providing
up to £5 000 annually for this purpose.

17

The upshot of this agreement was that Grey led yet another expedition,
this time into Katanga in April 1901.

At the same time another party

under Michael Holland, an engineer, started from Abercon, south of
Lake Tanganyika, with as its objective the village of Katanga, which
.
18
Grey had fixed as the rendezv.ous.
The activities of Grey and Holland
in Katanga were to lead to the opening up of some of the world's
richest deposits of copper, although neither of them realised this
at the time.

At

the time of the discovery of the copper mines, Rhodes was contem-

plating taking his Cape to Cairo railway to the southern end of Lake
Tanganyika and utilizing that waterway as an alternative on the
main route to the north.

However, Germany had by now mapped out its

Mittelafrika scheme - German territory stretching across the continent
from west to east - and refused to recognise the cession of a strip of
Congo territory granted to England by Leopold to carry the railway
forward.

Rhodes subsequently endeavoured to obtain permission from

Leopold to run his line through the Congo State but failed.

17.

18.
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success in acquiring mineral concessions from Leopold prompted Rhodes
to request Williams to approach Leopold on his behalf.

Williams

agreed on condition that Chartered extended their railway to the
Congo Frontier.

Although Williams succeeded in acquiring the

concession, the scheme fell through because of the excessive demands
of Chartered in the share of the mineral rights of Katanga as the
price of bringing the line forward to the Congo Frontier.

19

Williams realised that his Katanga interests would prove worthless
unless a railway was brought to Katanga. Rhodes' s death in May 1902
further minimised the prospect of the railways in the south reaching
the Congo border for many years to come.
route had to be formed.

An alternative transport

Williams was to later write:

"I saw I was cornered and I started to examine the
map of Africa to find another route for serving
Katanga. I observed that the shortest way to the
sea was along the dividing line of the basins of
the Congo and the Zambezi, where we had discovered
our mines. This route ran almost due west towards
the ancient Portuguese town of Benguela. Instinctively I realised that the most economic line between
Katanga and the coast was that of the old caravan
route."
20
The overland route from Katanga to the coast with its seaport at
Lobito Bay was nearer by about 4 800 km to England than by any other
route.

19.
20.
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SIR ROBERT WILLIAMS

37

Portugal realised that railway development was the only means by
which commerce could penetrate central Africa.

She had for several

years intended to build a railway from Benguela to the Angolan
highland plateau but, as was evident in the construction of the
Luanda and Mossamedes railways, had no success in finding the
necessary funds.

The reasons for this lack of success were discussed

in the previous chapter.

The Portuguese established a special fund

from taxes on alcohol and rubber in 1899 to finance the railway but
this money was used by the Government in Luanda for general
expenses.

21

Fortunately for his project, Williams was given an introduction to
the Portuguese Minister in London, the Marques de Soveral, who had
long been aware of the possibilities of the Benguela line.

He in

turn introduced Williams in October 1902 at Lisbon t~ the acting
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Fernando Santos who in turn introduced
Williams to the Colonial Minister,
22
. .
negotiations
were h e ld •

Ieixira:. da Souza with whom secret

When Soverall had first met Williams in

Lisbon, he had warned Williams not to let anyone in the British
Foreign Office know why he was in London because of the possible
results in the light of the Anglo-German "Secret" Treaty of 1898
which related to the division of Portugal's territorial possessions
in Africa by and between Britain and Germany should Portugal decide
23
.
.
.
. h h er Af. rican
to re 1inqu1s
possessions.
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A large part of the proposed Benguela Railway line ran through what
Germany already tended to regard as her territory in terms of the
treaty of 1898.

Germany also had considerable commercial interest

in southern Angola, which would in no way appreciate the competition
the Benguela Railway could be expected to produce.

This, however,

did not prevent the signing of an agreement between Williams and
Queen Amelie of Portugal in November 1902 giving Williams the right
to build a railway from Lobito Bay to the eastern frontier of Angola
via Benguela.

It has been said that the Portuguese motive for granting

Williams the concession to build the Benguela Railway derived from
the desire to frustrate the not so "secret" Anglo-German Treaty of
1898.

24

Since Williams's goal was the transportation of minerals requiring
large freighters, he realised that Benguela Bay was too shallow to
be the terminal port of the railway and had therefore requested the
concession from Lobito, one of Africa's finest natural anchorages.
The name Lobito comes from the Umbundu word "upito", the passage
through the hills that was used by caravans carrying goods and slaves
to and from the interior.

Captains who wished to avoid the taxes

imposed on slaves in the legal port of Benguela anchored their ships
.
h e dense mangroves o f Lo b.ito. 25
int

Th e h arb our at Lb.
.
o ito is

protected by a sandspit that parallels the shore for 5 km and is
up to 330 metres wide.

24.
25.

Mindful of the value of this natural shelter,

R.J. Hammond: Portugal and Africa
Henderson, op. cit., p.130.

1815-1910, p.263.

39

the Portuguese called the sandspit the "gift of the sea." 26

Behind

this natural breakwater, the harbour is about 3 square km in area
and from 5 to 20 metres in depth.

The constant depth of the harbour

is attributable to the strong circular current which enters it on
the rocky landward side, and which flows out along the sandspit.

Williams's agreement gave him the right to build and operate a
railway from Lobito Bay to the Congo border for a period of 99
years.

In keeping with the agreement, the Caminho de Ferro de

Benguela (Benguela Railway Company) was formed, with the former
Governor of Mozambique, Joachim Machado as Managing Director and
with a capital of £3 million, ninety per cent of which was owned
by Williams's Tanganyika Concessions Company and ten per cent by
the Portuguese Government.

The agreement also gave the company

the right to exploit minerals in the territory 120 km•on either
side of the railway line and a variety of conunercial, industrial
. .
27
and tax privileges.

Although Portugal could not finance the railway with its own capital,
some Portuguese still protested William.s's concession calling it the
"loss of Angola."

There was fear that foreign investment in Angola

"might prove a Trojan horse for covetous imperialists. 1128

26.
27.
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Williams and the Tanganyika Concessions Company were not interested
in Angola politcally but only wanted a corridor through Angola and a
port for the exploitation of the Katanga mineral wealth.

Williams's position it has been said, was weakened by the_ fact that
his interests, in the main, could not be identified with any broader
British political, economic or strategic aims, and were in direct
conflict with the interests of the British South Africa Company,
Southern Rhodesia and South Africa, all of which had much greater
influence with the British Government than he had.

29

It was only

his tenacity of spirit, no doubt fueled by the vast prospects of
wealth in Katanga, that stopped him giving up on the Benguela Railway project.

Like Rhodes he was every bit the capitalist.

One of

his admirers has said of Williams:
"On him more than any other has fallen the
mantle of Rhodes as the developer of British
Central Africa."
30

In January 1903, Williams began making arrangements for preliminary
construction work to begin.

A private limited contract was made in

March 1903 with the firm of George Pauling and Company, the same
company responsible for many of the railways in the Cape Colony.
Some preparatory work was done but due to financial difficulties no
definite contract followed with Pauling and Company and the work was
stopped in August 1903.

29.
30.
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Pauling and Company had started the project by shipping 1 200 tons of
permanent way materials to Benguela.

They were also responsible for

the construction of the rail and road bridge over the Catumbella
River, a single trussed girder of 76 metres, which was then one of
the longest single spans in Southern Africa.

Work on the railway

only recommenced, after Pauling and Company left, in August 1904
when Messrs Norton Griffiths and Company of London Wall, London,
offered to continue from where Pauling had stopped.

Griffiths and

Company, who were to complete part of the first section of. the line,
laying the rails as far as Cubal, a distance of 197 km., left Angola
in June 1908 because of financial difficulties.

Although some work

was done by the engineering staff of the railway in the intermediate
period, no new contractor was engaged until December 1909 when
.
. d once more to continue
.
Pau 1 ing
an d Company arrive
t h e work. 31

World War I halted construction of the railroad because of the difficulty
in obtaining materials.

By now the questions of finance was a frequently

recurring problem, notwithstanding the fact that in December 1909
Williams had secured financial backing from the German firm, Messrs
Erlanger, for the financing of the project.

32

For six years the

Benguela Railway terminated in Chinguar, 515 km from Lobito.

In 1920

the construction resumed and finally reached the border with the

.
. August 19 28 . 33
Be.1gian
Congo in

31.
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From its early beginnings in 1903 the 1 343 km line took almost 25
years to complete at a cost of $40 million (over 80% from British
sources).

In 1931 when the connecting lines in Katanga were

completed, the Benguela Railway became a link in the only transcontinental railway.

Although technically it was possible for the

line to have been completed by 1912, it is obvious that international
intrigues,severe financial difficulties, the outbreak of the First
World War and a multitude of other factors all conspired to delay
completion of the project.

The following dates of completion of the

various sections of the line serve to show the extent of the delays:

Table 1
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Extent of delays

SECTION
Lobito to Catumbella
Catumbella to Benguela
Benguela to Cubal
Cubal to Cuma
Cuma to Lepi
Lepi to Huambo
Huambo to Chinguar
Chinguar to Silva Porto
Silva Porto to Camacupa
Camacupa to Luacano (Old Frontier)
Luacano to Luao
(New Frontier)

KILOMETRES

DATE

14
36
197
320
360
426
520
627
702
1 243
1 346

1905
1906
1908
1910
1911
1912
1913
1924
1925
1927
1928

.In addition to financial, political and other obstacles to the
construction of the line, there was also a serious shortage of labour.
This shortage could to a large extent be ascribed to two factors:
firstly that at the beginning of the Twentieth Century no Angolan

34.

43

lived on the coastal strip in the area of Lobito, Catumbella and
Benguela; and secondly to the wholesale traffic in slaves of an
earlier age, reference to which has already been made in Chapter 2.
Even Portuguese merchants in Angola had been hard pressed for want
of labour prompting them to send a delegation to Lisbon to bring
home to the Portuguese Government the calamitous state of affairs
in Angola due to the shortage of labour resulting from epidemics and
"emigration" (forced labour) to Sao Tome and Principe.

35

Norton de

Matos, the High Commissioner of Angola in the second and third
decades of the Twentieth Century has fittingly said of Tropical
Africa:
"One should attribute the small population
of Tropical Africa: to two great scourges:
disease and the exploitation of man by man."

36

It was this shortage, reinforced by conditions obtaining in Natal,
that provided the impetus for the departure of some 2 208 Natal
Indians for Lobito Bay in April 1907.

35.
36.

Henderson, op. cit., p.115.
D.L. Wheeler and R. Pelissier:

Angola, p.1.
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CHAPTER

4

INDIANS FOR LOBITO BAY

To address the critical shortage of labour in the construction of
the Benguela Railway, Messrs Norton Griffiths and Company had, prior
to recruiting Indians from Natal, recruited Africans from British and
French territories in West Africa.

Initially the British Colonial

Office was reluctant to sanction the recruiting of Africans from
her territories on account of the adverse reports that had been
received about the Portuguese treatment of Africans in Angola but
softened its attitude because the entire project was in British
hands and because of the presence of Michael Holland who was chosen
to supervise the labourers' conditions.

1

Another idea to alleviate

the labour crisis was to recruit in Mozambique, but the Portuguese
Government was unable to provide any practical assistance because of
the existing arrangements for recruiting Mozambique workers for the
Transvaal mines.

Any additional recruitment from Mozambique would

probably have caused serious repercussions for commercial and
agricultural interests in that country itself.

The Indians of Natal, however, appeared to provide a useful alternative
as many of them had originally proceeded (as indentured labourers) to
Natal to work on railway construction where they acquitted themselves
fairly well.

1.

The railway department in Natal was largely dependent on

S.E. Katzenellenbogen:

p.55.

Railways and the Copper Mines of Katanga,
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Indian labour and in fact became the biggest employer of Indian labour
in Natal.

2

Recruitment of Indian labour for the railway works in

Natal increased significantly in the 1880's.

The railway contractors

needed mainly men who could be used in connection with specific skills
and for which they were prepared to grant special rates of pay.

Such

skills were in relation to tasks that involved working with iron.
Others who were also in demand were bricklayers, carpenters, points.

men an d engine cleaners.

3

The immigration laws of India and Natal

made no provision for recruitment of such specialised labourers.
Laws only existed for the recruitment and emigration of agricultural
labourers.

The recruitment of skilled labour in India had to be

negotiated with the Indian Government and contracts of service with
them had to be signed before these labourers left India.

4

Apart

from Indians in the employment of contractors and sub-contractors
involved in railway construction, Indians were also employed by the
railway department itself as maintenance workers, gatekeepers,
ticket collectors, clerks and messengers.

Far more Indians worked on the railways than Africans.

The Indian-

African railway labour ratio in the 1890's was 2 to 1 and in 1894
it was as much as 4 to 1.

5

Two reasons are cited for this predominant

use of Indian labour by the railway department.

Firstly, Indian

labour presented the only real alternative to African labour and

2.

4.
5.

D.R. Heydenrych:

'Indian Railway Labour in Natal 1876-1896:
The Biggest Work Force in the Colony: (Paper) p.1.
Ibid., p.8.
Ibid., p.8.
Ibid., p.9.
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secondly, Indian labour was found to be more suitable.

6

African

labour was generally considered, at least by the railway management,
to be unsuitable.

The unreliable supply of their labour, it was

said, prevented the department
"from having the opportunity to train men in
the duties requiring some intelligence and
and in keeping the men after they had been
trained."
7

It was inevitable, as more and more Indians were employed on the
railways, that rumblings of discontent and insecurity should be
felt in the white community.

The public as well as the press

voiced concern at the "danger., such a state of affairs posed to
the whites.

Thus it came as no surprise when in times of recession,

the railways replaced Indians with whites.

In his article on Indian railway labour in Natal, D.H. Heydenrych
has expressed the sentiment that
"without Indian labour, the Natal railways
could hardly have been built and operated. 11

8

It is possible that just such a sentiment prevailed in the hearts
and minds

of

Griffiths and Company, and which sentiment must

have made the proposal to recruit Indians from Natal all the more
attractive.

6.

Ibid. , p. 12.

7.

Ibid. , p. 13 •

8.

Ibid., p.18.
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The presence of Indians in Portuguese territories in Africa was not
a new phenomenon.

Although Portugal had initially failed to populate

her colonies in Africa with her own people, she was largely successful
in persuading Indians to go to Mozambique.

9

However, suggestions in

the mid-Nineteenth Century that a small number of Indians be introduced
in Angola proved fruitless and even today, very few Indians reside in
Angola.

In 1900 Indian numbers in Mozambique were such that Mousinho de
Alburquerque (Mozambique Royal Commissioner in 1896-7) urged that
restrictive laws be enacted to keep them from entering.

Indian

merchants were regarded with disfavour because the Portuguese found
it difficult to discourage or match their competition.

Although

some Portuguese charged that the Indian presence made the formation
of a white middle class difficult and that because of·their "rootlessness" they held back civilising influences, Indians actually kept
alive small trade in the interior for two centuries and made eventual

.
.
occupation
by the Portuguese a simpler
tas k . 10

Whatever their

reservations, however, the Indian was generally accepted as a reality
of Mozambique's economic and social life and this could serve as a
useful barometer for Portuguese attitudes, in general, towards Indians.

'The Indian, whether in Angola or in Mozambique, was most certainly
not the object of racial persecution that he was in South Africa and

9.
10.

J. Duffy: Portuguese Africa, p.81.
Ibid., p.81.

48

in Natal in particular.

This is not to say that the Portuguese were

considered angels in their treatment of all people of colour.

They

were in fact notorious for their treatment of Africans, which treatment even caused Britain at times to prevent recruitment of Africans
in her colonies for work in Portuguese territories.

One time

Portuguese Governor General, Norton de Matos, wrote of such attitudes:
"The Portuguese colonist considers the native
as a beast of burden; he deceives him in his
contracts, defrauds him in the products of
his work, prompts him with exaggerated punishments condenmed by law. Anyone who visits the
highlands of Angola knows that it is not uncommon to find on the roads discarded slave
collars or the hippo whip with which the back
of the Negro is still beaten."
11

Indians in Natal were generally complimentary of Portuguese treatment
of Indians.

They.were considered to treat Indians as mortals rather

than as creatures of a lower order.

If

II

The Indian Opinion in November

1906 wrote of such attitudes in comparison with those of the British
towards the Indian:
"It has always puzzled us to understand why
Britishers persisted in keeping alive a
colour distinction that had nothing stronger
in its favour than an ancient superstition
concerning the inferiority of the wearer of
a dark skin. The Portuguese Province
(Mozambique) does not seem to have suffered
any extraordinary degree of hardship from
the granting of a treatment to Indians to
which they are entitled as a matter of right.
We have been bred in the belief that British
subjects could in no way expect or receive

11 .

Ibid. , p. 81 •
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better treatment than under their own flag,
and yet we find that exactly the reverse
obtains in South Africa. We can only
suggest that the old ideal of British
political honour has become, for the
time being, dimmed by the darksome cloud
· of colonial egotism and narrowmindedness.
It is a matter for the most serious and
earnest consideration of His Majesty's
advisers as to whether so serious a blot
upon the escutcheon shall be allowed to
remain."
13

Indians were not spared the indignities of British treatment even in
Portuguese territories.

The British Consulate in Mozambique was the

only place where two entrances were provided:

the front entrance for

Europeans and the back or stable door for Indians.

A group of Indians

on visiting the Consulate sometime in 1906 for the purpose of sending
a congratulatory message to the King and Queen of Portugal complained
of gross discrimination at the hands of the British clerk in attendance
there.

The Indians who had entered the Consulate through the front

door reported:
"It seemed from his [the clerk's] face and
the way he expressed himself as if we were
bringing with us germs of some dreadful
disease, that if we had entered, he would
have been struck dead by breathing the
same air with us."
14

The factors obtaining in Natal that served as the catalysts for the
recruitment of the Lobito Bay Indians have already been discussed in
Chapter 1.

However, it is appropriate at this juncture to amplify

the discrim~natory aspects of Immigratory laws affecting Indians.

13.
14.

Indian Opinion, 10-11-1906,
Indian Opinion, 8-6-1907,

11
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In its treatment of employer and employee, the laws were grossly
inequitable and disproportionate.

They converted into criminal

offences actions that on the part of the employee were not criminal
offences.

15

They pretended to provide safeguards for the employed

that were not safeguards and were unduly restrictive of the liberty
of the individual.

In short they established conditions which, in

the eyes of the Indian community and their few sympathisers in the
white community, were worse than slavery.

In his report for 1907,

the Protector of Indian Immigrants wrote of the outrageous arrangements by which medical officers were placed under the control of
employers of indentured labour:
" ••• unless the cases of neglect [ of Indians}
are brought to my notice, the employers
continue to be careless and the Indians
suffer accordingly, and in my opinion,
the high death rate among indentured
Indians working on the coast districts
of Natal is due in no small degree to this
state of affairs."
16

In a poignant letter to the "Natal Advertiser" by an unnamed person
"fully compet~nt to speak" reference was made to the inhuman and
callous treatment meted out to Indian

workers by some employers

and managers who looked upon their servants as animals and treated
them worse.

17

Cases of managers and sirdars striking women, let

alone men, to an extent where such women sustained broken bones

15.
16.
17.

The Natal Advertiser, 19-9-1908, "The Indian Immigration Act
Bad in Principle, Bad in Practice."
Ibid.
~Natal Advertiser, 19-9-1908, "Is it Slavery? Startling
Indictment by 'One Who Knows'."
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were not uncommon.

Some workers that became ill and as a result of

which could not work were deprived of their rations, further
exacerbating their lot.

Allied to this was the glaring abuse of

sending sick Indians to hospital too late for any hope of recovery.

18

In one instance a medical officer visited an estate and found an old
man suffering from dysentry and who had been without any treatment
for many days.

The employer managed to talk the medical officer

into allowing the old man to remain on the estate as transferring
him to hospital would have meant unwanted expenses.
a few days later whilst still on the estate.

The man died

19

Even children were not spared the misery of such maltreatment.

Young

mothers had no choice but to take their children to the fields with
them at the risk of exposure to all types of weather and it was
inevitable that diseases amongst the children broke out in the
process.

Very often, the only intimation that the Indian medical

officer had as to children being ill was the request from the manager
. .

for d eath certificates.

20

In the face of such ill-treatment, Indians were reluctant to complain.
\

Section 101 of Act 25 of 1891 forbade complaining without obtaining
the necessary permission.

Failure to obtain such permission, in most

cases from the very person against whom they proposed to complain,
meant punishment of two months hard labour.

18.
19.
20.

21.

21

Many Indians consequently

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
TheNatal Advertiser, 18-9-1908, "The Indian Immigration Act
,

"·
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saw suicide and desertion as their only respite.

In 1905 and 1907

. d enture d I n d.ians respective
. 1y committe
.
d suici
· · d e. 22
a 1one 20 an d 27 in
There is no doubt that atrocious working conditions was the single
most contributory factor to taking such ghastly action.

There were certain employers, however, although these were far and
few between, who treated their indentured workers with every
consideration, housing, feeding and paying them well and against
them there was never a word of complaint.

It is in regard to such

employers that many Indians chose to re-indenture after the

expiry

of their indenture contracts rather than expose themselves to the
trauma of having to pay the dreaded £3 tax.

For those workers who

suffered at the hands of the employer, payment of the £3 tax as

free

Indians and suicide proved equally daunting alternatives to re-indenture.
This "catch 22" situation found, for some of these time expired
Indians, a most welcome escape hatch in distant Labita Bay where
work had begun a few years earlier on the Benguela Railway line.

Given the acute shortage of labour in the Lobito Bay area, Griffiths,
early in 1907, approached John Stone, an experienced and leading
contractor involved in the construction of railways in Natal since
23
.
.
.
18 92, to obtain Indian labour for his company.

During this time

l~rge gangs of both indentured and free Indians had worked under him.
Advertisements were subsequently placed in newspapers in this

22.
23.

Ibid.
II 2/3, 66/1907 - Shepstone, Wyle and Binns (Solicitors ~~d
Notaries Public) to Secretary of Indian Immigration Trust
Board.
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connection and many Indians responded.

The Natal Government allowed

Griffiths, through Stone, to recruit Indians from among those who had
. .
.
originally
come to Nata 1 to wor k on rai· 1way construction.

24

By the

end of February, well over 1 200 Indians whose indentures had expired
and who were discharged by contractors on account of railway works
being stopped indefinitely were ready to sign contracts.

Many of

this number had previously worked with Stone himself on the Stuartstown Railway, while others had worked

for

Shire and Company,

Mowatt and Still and the Contractors of the Weenen Railway.

25

Griffiths and Company had initially intended recruiting up to 5 000
Indians, but after consultations between the attorneys acting on
behalf of Stone (Shepstone, Wylie and Binns) and the Natal Government
the company agreed to limit applications to just 2 000 men.

26

Stone

undertook to personally accompany the Indians to Lobito Bay and to
also take with him Europeans who had worked with him for many years
and who were said to "thoroughly understand the coolie.

1127

For this

purpose it was also planned to take sirdars who had been in charge of
Indian gangs working on railway construction in Natal.

In terms of the agreement, which was to last for an effective period
of 2 years, the Indians were to receive for their services in Angola
a wage of £2 per month with food, housing and medical attendance all

.
found, equal to the requirements
of the Laws of Natal for In d.ians. 28

24.
25.

Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.56.
II 2/3, 66 / 1907
Shepstone, Wylie and Binns to Indian T,;;?.:.gration
Trust Board.

26.

Ibid.

28.

Ibid~
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The wage, though equal to what these Indians had been receiving in
Natal on the railways, was substantially more than what they might
have earned in Natal where alternative employment was locally available at the wage of between 16 shillings to £1 a month.

Whilst, in

terms of the contract, the Indians had to contribute a sum of £2
towards their transportation expenses to Lobito Bay, the contractor
undertook to pay for their return passage to Natal, if they desired
to so return, at the expiry of the 2 years.

29

The contractor also undertook to provide steamers or sailing vessels
to convey Indians that desired to return to India subject to eight
months prior notice of the termination of their contracts being given.
In addition passage money for this purpose in a sum not exceeding £6
had to be paid by each such Indian regardless of whether man, woman
or child.

However, payment for their passage from Lobito Bay to

Durban, which was to be an en-route stop, was to be made by the
contractor.

Finally the contractors also agreed that the men be

accompanied to Lobito Bay by their wives and children.

Many of the time expired Indians were indebted to the Natal Government
for payment of arrear taxes and this presented an inhibiting factor to
their recruitment.

Because of this, Stone indicated that he was

willing to assist the Government in the recovery of arrear taxes
up to a sum of £6 each.

30

Stone was reluctant to recover arrears

in excess of £6 because he was of the opinion that substantial
deductions for this purpose from the wages of the Indians would

29.
30.

Ibid.
Ibid.
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render them inefficient workers and it would thus be pointless recruiting Indians who would not really work when they reached Angola. 31

Stone had originally hoped to ship the 1 200 Indians and their
families on the

11

Cluny Castle" in late February 1907, but his plans

fell through as a result of the delay in obtaining the consent of
the Natal Government for the planned recruitment.

Stone's sense

of urgency was fueled by the fact that he had, since early February,
and in anticipation of such consent, been housing and feeding these
Indians at considerable expense.

Stone now planned to have them

shipped by about 10 March but even in this he was to be unsuccessful.

The matter was laid before the Colonial Secretary on 20 February 1907
and the relevant approval of the various ministries for their proposed
scheme was subsequently received.

However, the authorities in Natal

were averse to permitting the departure of the Indians without specific
authorisation from the Government of India.

This was initially

refused by the Indian Government as existing legislation only gave
control over free Indians embarking from Indian ports.

Unless the

recruits were indentured, which the Indian Office assumed they were
not, they could not intervene.

In

his work "Railways and the Copper

Mines of Katanga", S.E. Katzenellenbogen rightly questions the incomprehensibility of this assumption and argues that if the men were
not indentured, there was no reason for the Government in Natal to
.
.
.
.
have raised
t h e question
of aut h orisation
at a 11 •

32.

Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.56.
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Following upon the Indian Government's refusal, a telegram was sent
on 7 March by the Governor in Natal to the Secretary of State in
London drawing attention to the positive aspects of the scheme.
The telegram stressed that Griffiths's agent (Stone) had a good
reputation and gave what the Indian Immigration Board in Natal
regarded as sufficient guarantees as to working conditions and
provision for repatriation.

It was also indicated that the

Protector of Indian Immigrants would agree to look after the men's
interests in Angola, and that allowing them to go would be to their
own advantage as they would otherwise be unemployed.

33

In response

to this telegram, a telegram from the Secretary in London on 25 March
was sent to the Governor inter alia stating the following:
" •.• Government of India has been consulted;
they have no objection to employment of
Indians on Benguela Railway ••.• "
34

The Indian Government's decision not to offer any opposition to the
proposed recruitment came at a time when Stone was reportedly on the
verge of dismissing, on 30 March, the over 2 000 men, women and children
he had been maintaining in anticipation of the authorities' assent.

33.
34.
35.

GH 236/1907, Telegram from Governor in Natal to Secretary of
State in London, 7-3-1907; pp.108-109.
GH 469/1907, Telegram from Secretary of State in London to
Governor in Natal, 25-3-07, p.107.
Indian Opinion, 30-3-1907 "Indians for Lobito Bay".
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Four days earlier, thousands of unemployed Indians who were most
anxious to leave Natal had taken to the streets of Durban
36
.
.
. f.1na 11s1ng
· .
d emonstrat1ng
against
t h e d e 1ay in
t h e sc h eme.
However, news of the Indian Government's decision which was
announced to the Indians concerned at a meeting in Brickhill Road
on 30 March, was received with tremendous elation.

On 12 April 1907, twelve days after the Indian Government's decision,
an agreement was entered into by and between the Colonial Secretary
of Natal and John Stone in his capacity as representative of Norton
Griffiths and Company outlining the terms and conditions for the
payment of amounts due by the Angola bound Indians to the Natal
Government in respect of poll taxes, domicile certificates and
licences.

37

In terms of the agreement, Griffiths and Company under-

took to pay to the Government the sum of £1 670, this.amount being
due for poll taxes and certificates of domicile.

The contractors

also undertook to deduct from the wages of those Indians

indebted

to the Natal Government for arrear £3 taxes the sum of ten shillings
per month until such time as their indebtedness was redeemed.

In

all instances payment was to be made to the Agent General for Natal
in London.

As security for the fulfilment of their undertaking,

Griffiths and Company paid to the order of the Agent General the
sum of £102 000.

36.
37.

It was agreed that the Agent General effect monthly

G.H. 1907 - Telegram from Deputy Mayor in Natal to Acting
Prime Minister, 21-3-07, p .110.
II/1/159, 920/8: Agreement between Colonial Secretary of
Natal and Griffiths and Company.
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Indians listening to a speech by John Stone at . Durban prior t·o
embarking on the "Berwick Castle" for Lobito Bay. (?fatal Mercury Pictorial)

60

releases in the sum of £3 750 on receipt of confirmation from the
British vice consul at Benguela that the contractors had fulfilled
their obligations to the Indians for the preceding month.

38

There was little opposition to the proposed scheme obtaining amongst
Indians in Natal.

However, there were concerns in some quarters that

the Indians would be denied medical care and protection once in Angola
and would be at the mercy of the contractors.

It was also said that

the Indians were under the mistaken belief that they were to be
employed on the Natal-Cape Railways in the Cape Colony and would be
repatriated to Natal on the expiry of their contracts.

Implicit in

this was the notion that the Indians had been deliberately misled by
the contractors.

However, there is little evidence to indicate that

this might have been the case.

It would appear that many Indians

responded to newspaper advertisements that made specific reference to
the railway at Lobito Bay on the African West Coast.

39

For its part, the "Indian Opinion" which could arguably be said to
have been the conscience of the Indian community, welcomed the scheme
describing the terms of the contract as "reasonable" and "just" and
expressed the hope that the "experiment" would prove successful.

40

However, the newspaper expressed reservations as to whether the men
would be treated as well as their contracts led one to believe in the
light of the revelations published by the Durban Sanitary Association

38.
39.
40.

Ibid.
II/2/3 - Letter to Protector of Indian Immigrants from "Obedient
Servant", 5-4-1907.
Indian Opinion, 30-3-1907, "Lobito Bay"
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about the filthy conditions under which the men were maintained at
Brickhill Road by Stone.

The overcrowding at the premises in

Brickhill Road was reported to be such that rooms which, according
to the city's by laws, were only suitable for 3 persons had 10
persons living in them.
only suitable for seven.

In some instances 22 persons occupied rooms
41

The Government of India for its part voiced concern that no provision
was made in the agreement for compensation for injuries sustained.
The Natal Indian Laws were silent on the point of compensation and
it was held that the employer was not liable for any injuries
sustained by his indentured worker unless there was contributory
negligenc~.

42

The Indian Government also expressed serious

reservations about the required payment of £6 towards the passage
of the Indians to India and the fact that they had to give _eight
months prior notice for such passage to take place.

The contractors

argued that there were justifiable reasons for this eight-month period
of notice, given the difficulties experienced by them in procuring
steamers at short notice and because of the fact that no regular
service existed between Lobito Bay and India.

41.
42.
43.

43

Indian Opinion, 23-3-1907, "Alleged Filthy Conditions".
II/1/55, 2997/07, Remarks by Protector on despatch from
the Government of India relating to Indians shipped to
Lobito Bay, 5-12-1907.
Ibid.
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It is of interest to note that Griffiths and Company had also
requested permission from the British Foreign Office to recruit

. Ind.ia itsel
,
f • 44
work ers in

In this venture, the company received

the support of the Portuguese Minister in London, Luis de Several.
Although British involvement in the building of the railway won
some Foreign Office support, concern was expressed about the
manner in which the Portuguese treated their workers.

(There was

an element of irony in this concern when one notes that the harsh
treatment meted out to the Natal Indian indentured surpassed even
the excesses of Portuguese maltreatment of Africans.)

At the same

time there were also feelings that the sooner the interior was
opened to "civilization", the sooner the slave-trade (euphemistically
called "farced-labour") could be effectively controlled.

Although

the India Office found the idea of recruiting in India disconcerting,
particularly in view of the revelations made in 1906 by H.W. Nevinson
in his book, "A Modern Slavery", it stated that direct recruitment 1.n
India could be permitted on the basis of a convention reached

. 45
b etween Portuga 1 an d t h e Government o f Ind ia.

If such an agreement

was desired, the Portuguese Government would have to follow the
usual diplomatic channels.

The matter was, however, subsequently

dropped, not to be pursued again.

In mid-April 1907, more than three months after Griffiths and
·Company first explored the possibility of recruiting Indians from
Natal, well over 2 000 Indians departed from Durban for Lobito Bay

44.
45.

Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.56.
Ibid., p.57.
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on board the "Berwick Castle".

The table below details the numbers

of men, women and children that were believed to have departed, in
terms of their status as either "Old Act" or "New Act" Indians, a
reference to Indian Immigration Acts 25 of 1891 and 17 of 1895.

46

(In terms of the contract~ all Indians that came to Natal under
Act 25 of 1891 could return to Natal after the termination of their
contracts, but those that had come under Act 17 of 1895 were to be
repatriated to India).

Table 2

MEN

WOMEN

Old Act Law 25/1891

450

142

231

823

New Act Law 21/1895

762

281

408

1 451

1 212

423

639

2 274

.

CHILDRE...~

TOTAL

Although 2 274 Indians were initially said to have left Durban, the
British Consul at Luanda was to later report the arrival of only 2 208
men, women and children.

47

It would appear that Stone, in whose charge

these Indians were kept prior to their departure, gave a number of them
passes to go ashore.

As one woman and two children reportedly died

~uring the voyage to Lobito, the only explanation for the 63 persons
unaccounted for would be that they had probably failed to re-board the
ship in Durban after having secured passes to go ashore.

46.
47.
48.
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II/1/155, 2997/07 - Remarks by Protector on Despatch from Government in India relating to Indians shipped to Lobito Bay.
II/1/160, 1406/08.
GH 826 - Letter from British Consul at Luanda to Governor in
Natal, 12-1-1908.
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CHAPTER 5
A DISASTROUS EXPERIENCE

The Labita Bay Indians had left Durban on the understanding that
their services were required in country that lay 240 km inland
from the coast at Lobito Bay and at an altitude of 1 350 metres.
The climate of this region was reported to be healthy, rather
similar to what was then the Indian state of Madras from where
many of the indentured Indians in Natal were originally recruited
and which lay within more or less the same lines of latitude.

1

What many of these Indians did not realise, however, was that
Benguela Province contained some of the most notoriously dry
territory in the whole of Angola and that work on the railway at
the time of their arrival was still confined to such territory.
This aside, construction of the entire first section of the line
(from Lobito Bay to Cubal) was carried out over extremely difficult
terrain.

Several mountain ranges without any natural route for a

railway had to be climbed.

From Benguela at 7 metres above sea-level

to Portela, a distance of only 60 km, the land rose steeply to 900
metres, dropping to 540 metres over the next 26 km but rising again
to 810 metres at Cubal where Griffiths stopped work in 1 908.

2

Parts

of ·the first section were so steep that an expensive rack and pinion
section had to be installed over about 8 km of track.

1.
2.

This was

Government Notice 236/1907, 7-3-1907, pp.108-109.
S.E. Katzenellenbogen: Railways and the Copper Mines of
Katanga, p.54.
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where the original alignment entered the Lengue River Gorge with
its precipitous cliffs.

In the rack ascent the gorge was crossed

three times with viaducts varying in length from 40 to 100 metres.
Nearly forty years later, in 1948, the rack section was converted
.
to norma 1 trac kb y extensive
rea 1·ignment. 3

Apart from difficulties in construction posed by the mountainous
terrain, the climb from the coast was through absolutely waterless
country, passing through a zone which may be described as a "divide"
between the rainy season of the South-Benguela Colony, where the
average rainfall is sometimes less than 250 nnn a year, and the rainy
season of the plateau, in which there may be

250 to 1 500 nnn a year.

The little rain that fell in this zone had a quick run-off as the
rocky country could not hold it.

Although in some places bore-holes

and wells were sunk, where water was found, it was so highly
impregnated with minerals and salts as to be useless for practical
purposes.

4

Even Lobito itself suffered from the absence of a source of fresh
water in the immediate vicinity.

However, under the conditions of

the concession granted to Williams by the Portuguese Government,
there was no alternative to the route the line had to take.

After

the First World War, H.F. Varian, the Chief Resident Engineer of the
Benguela Railway, made a reconnaisance survey directly from Lobito
to Cubal and established that a line over the high ground behind

3.
4.

H.F. Varian: Some African Milestones, p.160.
Ibid., p.158.
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Lobito and along the valleys of the Catum.bella and Cubal Rivers
would have reduced the line to which the Benguela Railway was
committed in terms of the concession by 50 km. 5. It would have also
eliminated the rack section, the heavy gradients and the acute and
troublesome water shortage on the original line, which was then
complete for a distance of 480 km.

Had such a course been followed,

it is likely that many of the hardships the Labita Bay Indians had
to endure would not have occurred.

It took approximately ten days by ship from Durban to Lobito Bay so
that the recruited Indians that left Durban in mid or late April 1907
probably arrived in Angola either at the end of April or early May.

6

At the time of their arrival only about 70 km of track had been laid.
The Indians were to be primarily engaged in clearing and levelling
operations ahead of the railhead in country devoid of adequate
. k"ing water. 7
.
supp 1 ies
o f goo d d rin

Because of its high mineral content,

the water, though nice and clear to look at was sticky and oily to the
touch and foul to taste.

8

Of all the hardships that the Indians had

to suffer, none was to be as severe and exacting as that caused by
this wholly insufficient and bad quality water.

5.
6.
7.
8.

Ibid., pp.155-156.
Indian Opinion, 30 July 1907, "Correspondence - I:tldians at
Lobito Bay."
The Natal Advertiser, 5 July t90I, "A Dismal Tale:. How Natal
Coolies fare at Lobito Bay".
Ibid.

67

The first hint of an untoward situation in Angola came in early July
when P. Moonsamy, a free Indian who had travelled to Lobito Bay in
May with the intention of starting a business there, came back with
a dismal report of the unsatisfactory conditions under which the
Indians were working and living.

9

Moonsamy, who lodged his complaints

with the Protector, spoke at length about the sufferings experienced
by the Indians for want of water.

The nearest supply of "sweet water"

was in the vicinity of Benguela and this had to be brought from
Catumbella and distributed along the line to the various workmen.
For this purpose camels were brought from North Africa.

The Indians,

being ahead of the railhead, were obviously the last persons to be
supplied with the precious liquid and on many occasions there was
hardly any.water left to go around.

10

Very often Indians had to be

satisfied with just a pint or a "condensed milk tin" of oily, sticky
water a day.

11

To make matters more difficult, such water could only

be obtained if they were in possession of tickets signed by a sirdar.
The whites appeared to have no problem with the water as they were in
a position to filter it before use.

No such facility, according to

h Ind.ians.
Moonsamy, was avai· 1a bl e tote

12

Many of the Indians were reported by Moonsamy not to have had a wash
since leaving Natal and to be filthy, covered in dirt and infested
. h fl.ies. 13
wit

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Given such unhealthy conditions it was inevitable

Indian Opinion, 20 July 1907.
Ibid.
YfTf/152, 1622/07 - P. Moonsamy to Protector, 11-07-07.
Indian Opinion, 20 J·,!l:T 1907, "Correspondence - "rndians at
Lobito Bay."
The Natal Advertiser, 5 July 1907, "A Dismal Tale."
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that sickness and desertions amongst the Indians abounded.

Moonsamy

reported seeing only between 600 and 700 men together with a large
number of women and children at the Indians' camp and was doubtless
surprised at this as well over 1 200 adult males were reported to
have signed agreements at Durban to go to Labita Bay.

14

Such paucity

of numbers was ascribed by the sirdars, Rungasamy and Ramsamy, to
death owing to some form of fever contracted by many of them and to
large scale desertion, especially by men who were bachelors, to
Damaraland in South West Africa.

15

No evidence of medical attendance according to Moonsamy was available
at the camp.

In this connection Moonsamy reported:

"I personally inspected the place and found no
traces of medical assistance being handy. I
was shown a sick man whom I found lying in a
tent suffering from fever and thirst. His
body was very much swollen and though the
sirdars had made the necessary reports, no
medical treatment had been given to this unfortunate man, and certainly not during the
twenty hours I was there."
16

Many Indians also complained that they had earlier written letters to
friends and family in Natal but that these letters were intercepted
and destroyed by the managers of the railway company, presumably
because they contained details of their predicament.

14.
15.
16.
•I•

Moonsamy

Indian Opinion, 20 July 1907.
The Natal Advertiser, 5 July 1907, "A Dismal Tale".
Indian Opinion, 20 July 1907, "Correspondence - Indians at
Lobito Bay.
II/1/152, 1622/07; P. Moonsamy to Protector, 11-7-07.
11

1,

17
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even criticised the lack of any resemblance of sanitary arrangements
nor of any facility whatsoever for the Indians to lodge their
complaints or secure redress.

The British Consul with whom such

complaints could have been lodged resided in Benguela, 160 km away. 18

No complaints were, however, made by Moonsamy regarding the rations
the Indians were provided with; the nature of their work; and the
tents in which they lived with all of which, Moonsamy reported, the
d 19
.
. f.ie.
In d ians
appeare d satis

Moonsamy's report evoked an immediate response from John Stone who,
without any apparent inquiry into the allegations, characterised the
report as an exaggeration.

Stone argued that the contractors could

hardly have been expected to jeopardise their labour supply by
subjecting ~heir labourers to intolerable conditions in view of the
huge scheme on hand and of the need to get to the Katanga copper mines
as quickly as possible so as to make the Benguela Railway a paying
proposition.

° Furthermore it was manifestly to the interest of the

2

contractors to make the inducements held out to these Indians as
attractive as possible as they had planned to recruit still more
Indians from Natal.

Stone also questioned Moonsamy's motives for

going to Lobito Bay, hinting that he had gone at the instigation of
~ertain parties who were against these Indians being sent out of
Natal.

18.
19.
20.
.:. i •

21

He was, however, unable to say who these parties were

The Natal Advertiser, 12 July 1907, "Lobito Bay,Indians
Reiterated Charge".
Indian Opinion, 20 July 1907.
The Natal Advertiser, 9 July 1907, "At Lobito Bay
Mr Stone
and the treatment of Natal Indians."
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nor why they opposed the recruitment.

Stone disputed the numbers of

men reported to have been seen by Moonsamy adding that-what Moonsamy
had seen was a group of about 200 bachelors that were allegedly left
behind to assist in the laying of rails to be used for bringing up
supplies of water.

22

He claimed that Moonsamy had never seen the

main body of Indians who Stone said worked 50 km further inland on
the banks of the Solo River where there was an abundance of water.

23

However, Moonsamy had reported that he had seen men, women and children
and that he had confirmed with the sirdars there that what he had seen
was the main and only body of Indians and that no other Indians were
engaged elsewhere.

24

Moonsamy's contention that no medical assistance was available at the
camp was criticised by Stone who claimed that the services of three
doctors, three dispensers and two nurses were available at three
different and easily accessible points on the railway.

Moonsamy,

however, remained adamant in his insistence that he was unable to
find any trace of such medical people.

25

In the face of the wide publicity given Moonsamy's report, Stone was
forced to make inquiries, something he ought to have done before
refuting the report. -The following cable was subsequently received
· from Griffiths and Company:

22.
23.
24.

25.

Ibid.
Ibid.
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"Inform Government and all concerned report utterly
without foundation. Medical attendance ample,
field hospital fully equipped, doctor specially
appointed to attend coolies. If you think it
advisable, communicate with Natal Government,
ask them send inspector of Indians to satisfy
themselves reports utterly without foundation.
Vice Consul has telegraphed. following report to
Cape Authorities for publication at Griffith's
request: 'No foundation for newspaper reports
appearing Cape of Good Hope regarding great
mortality, ill-treatment [of] coolie immigrants
employed construction Benguela Railway. Have
recently visited coolies camp, 12th June; have
not received complaints, satisfied with treatment. Water supply good, plenty food, medical
supplies, doctor residing in camp.' • "
26

It bears noting that the cable from Griffiths and Company was
despatched on the twelfth day of July and that Moonsamy had spoken of
events that had occurred between 23 May and the early part of June.
Whilst the Indians almost certainly suffered all the hardships related
in Moonsamy's report, it is possible that some of the grounds for
complaint had been removed at the time of Griffiths's cable.

However,

the problem with such reasoning is that the Vice Consul who visited
the Indians' camp at the Solo River gave the date of his visit as
12th June.

If the condition of the Indians as described by the Vice

Consul related back to this date, it was disturbingly too close to the
date on which the labourers were supposed to have suffered the hardships alleged by Moonsamy to be true.
was speaking the truth?

This raises the question:

Who

Notwithstanding the unfolding of subsequent

events which was to vindicate Moonsamy's report, the preponderance of
the evidence even at this stage weighed heavily in favour of Moonsamy.

26.

The Natal Mercury, 16 July 1907, "Alleged Ill-treatment:
Official Denial"
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Stone's charge that no desertions on the part of the Indians had
occurred was hardly plausible in view of Moonsamy's visit to the
British Consul at Benguela, H. Fusswell, on his arrival there, to
.
.
d 27
h ave h is passport registere.

Fusswell had informed Moonsamy

that the latter had done the correct thing as had Moonsamy neglected
to register his passport he could very well have been mistaken by the
Angolan Government Authorities for many of the Indians who Fusswell
said had deserted.

It is evident that the problem of desertion must

have been quite serious for these Authorities to have been requested
to intervene.

The most telling vindication of Moonsamy's report came from the British
Consul at Luanda, H.G.A. Mackie.

In his general observations in July

1907 of the labour situation on the railway works, Mackie drew
attention to the large scale desertion on the part of the Indian
labourers and ascribed this to the fact that the contractors were not
given sufficient warning of the arrival of the over 2 000 Indians and
had thus not been in a position to even afford the basics as far as
feeding, housing and the supply of water were concerned.

28

Many of

the deserters eventually found their way to Benguela whilst others
wandered inland in search of water.

A number of the runaway Indians

were, however, brought back to work with the assistance of the
Portuguese authorities.

Mackie gave no details of the nature of this

assistance but was of the opinions that the Portuguese would be
prepared to give assurances that British subjects would not be

27.
28.

The Natal Advertiser, 12 July 1907.
Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.57.
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subject to Angola labour law.

29

Deserters that were brought back

had practically ruined their constitutions by the journey through
a waterless and foodless country and were in such emaciated
. .
.
.
.
30
cond itions
as to warrant h?spitalisation.

Mackie~ observations provided further corroboratory proof of the
authenticity of Moonsamy's allegations and leaves one in no doubt
that Stone had willfully misrepresented the situation for selfish
ends.

In terms of the concession granted by the Portuguese Government,

Griffiths and Company were required to lay the first section of the
track as far as Cubal within eighteen months.

31

Given this deadline;

the problems experienced in securing labour; and the need for even
more labour, the contractors were anxious not to jeopardise their
chances of further recruitment in Natal as they were of the view that
the trained experienced work.man from thi's colony was a better worker
than the "raw coolie" from India.

32

Stone realised that there would

have been little chance for him to engage in such recruitment if
Moonsamy's report was judged to be correct,hence his almost knee
jerk reaction of rejecting each negative aspect of the report.

Despite the seriousness of Moonsamy's allegations, the authorities in
Natal did not at first deem it necessary to take up the matter.

29.
30.
31.

32.

No
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evidence exists to indicate that Griffiths and Company's offer to the
Natal Government to send an Inspector to Lobito Bay to assess the
situation was accepted.

The Protector, like Stone, argued that

Moonsamy's complaints were a case of sour grapes.

Moonsamy had

not been allowed to trade with the Indians at Lobito Bay and as a
set-o ff

33
.
h. h a d given
.
·
against
tis
the matter publ.icity.

Four months after Moonsamy had made his report, the Governor in
Pietermaritzburg, Sir Matthew Nathan, formally requested Mackie in
Lauanda to inquire into the alleged ill-treatment and deaths of
.
34
many In d ians.

Reports in this connection must have continued to

filter through to Natal to have finally prompted the authorities
there to act.

Mackie confirmed that desertions were still taking

place and that both men and women had been seen at great distances
from the coast wandering about without food or shelter in their
endeavour to cross the continent on their way back to Natal.

35

Mackie reported personally coming across the bodies of Indians who
had died because of such endeavours.

In their frustrations, many

Indians, in a grim throwback to the actions of many of their fellow
Indians in Natal, resorted to suicide.

In one instance several

bodies were seen hanging from the trees near an up-country mission.

33.
34.
35.
36.

36
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Griffiths and Company argued that the high desertion rate was prompted
not so much by the treatment Indians had received but rather by the
desire to avoid payment of the £3 tax arrears.

37

However, this seemed

unlikely in the light of the fact that deserters had tried to find
their way back to Natal where there was widespread unemployment and
where the tax was owing.

Although they suffered most for want of water, this suffering found
unwanted allies in the diseases of tropical Africa.

The critical

shortage of water had severely weakened these Indians, used to much
water in Natal, and this inevitably led to many of them falling
easy victim to beri-beri, malaria, sleeping sickness and chigger
flea.

38

M~ch suffering was caused by the chigger flea which burrows

under the skin, causing intense irritation and sores.

In several

cases, the sores so caused became so badly infected as to either

. b.s. 39
.
cause d eat h or t h e amputation
o f lim

Many also fell victim to the peculiar types of fever for which tropical
Africa is notorious.

The climate of the coastal and surrounding areas

of Angola was generally rather enervating and it required the exercise
of a strong will to overcome its influence and resist the natural
tendency to produce inactivity of mind and body.

40

This being the case

when in perfect health, it could easily be imagined how much more

37.
38.
39.
40.

M. Swan: Gandhi: The South African Experience, p.24.
II/1/158, 586/08, Letter from Acting Port Health Officer
to Protector, 11-3-1908.
II/1/159, Port Healcn urricer ~0 Prc~actor, 24-09-1908.
J.J. Monteira: Angola and the River Congo, II, p.235.
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difficult it was when one had to contend with a touch of fever,
however slight, as well.

Fever, when it descended upon an individual

could only be controlled by an adequate amount of rest; by not
exposing oneself to the sun; and most importantly, by the plentiful
consumption of cool beverages.

41

However, given the critical

shortage of fresh water and the absence of medical attendance at the
camp, it is not surprising that so many of them were unable to survive
the fever when it broke out amongst them.

A number of the Indians were bitten by scorpions and suffered much as
a result Of thl.· s.

42

Th ese poisonous
·
creatures were extreme 1yab un dant

in the whole district of Benguela and in some places hardly a stone or
piece of w~od could be lifted from the ground without finding one or
.
. 43
more scorpions
un der it.
seven inches long.

They were of all sizes, up to six and

The effect of its sting was evidently serious

being especially fatal to old people or persons in a bad state of
health.
body.

44

In many cases it caused paralysis of the muscles of the
In his well documented travels in Angola, J.J. Monteira

has effectively captured the extent to which these small creatures
could inflict su_ffering on humans.

He wrote:

" ••. The man, a tall, stout, powerful and healthy
fellow, whilst sitting one evening outside his
house, smoking and talk.ing with his family,
chanced to drop one of his slippers while

41 •
42.
43.
44.

Ibid., p. 246.
II/1/152, 1622/07, Letter from A.H. Guling to Protector, 10-7-19'07.
Monteira, op. cit., p.~70.
Ibid., p.170.

77

crossing one leg over the other; on rising
after some time· and putting his foot into
the slipper, a scorpion that had taken
refuge in it stung him in the big toe. He
did not think much of the occurrence, but
he gradually became worse, and next day
could not rise from his bed; his legs and
arms were completely paralysed, but without
any pain, and his tongue being but little
affected he could speak and swallow without
difficulty. His mind was perfectly clear,
and he only felt a certain degree of numbness
and cold. Not expecting to survive he
dictated his will, and remained thus
paralysed for five or six days, when he
gradually, recovered, and was well in
about a fortnight's time ..•. "
45

According to Mackie whilst hospital facilities for the Indians which
were first established in August may have left much to be desired,
these had piarkedly improved by November 1907.

He ascribed the

decrease in the number of beri-beri cases (a disease of the nervous
system characterised by partial paralysis of limbs, emaciation
. ) tote
h improvement
.
· .
46
anaemia
o f such faci· 1 ities.

have been so, Indian

and

Whilst this may

complaints were directed at the lack of

medical facilities at the site of their work camps which were far
removed from the hospitals at Lobito Bay and Luanda.

In March 1908, eleven mont~s after they left Durban for Labita Bay
and before the expiration of their 2 year indenture period shiploads
of Indians began arriving at Durban harbour.

By this time the most

difficult sections of the track had been surmounted and the line was

45.
46.
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well into better watered country, some 300 km inland.

An abundance

of local labour was now found and this proved most suitable for the
contractors.

47

It was apparent that the need for Indian labour was

thus no longer necessary and this underlay the decision to repatriate
them to Natal, thirteen months before their contracts were due to
expire.

H.F. Varian has said that the Indians were not good workers

and "were more of a nuisance than a help" adding that the Kroes that
were imported from British West Africa and the Senegalese from French
West Africa were far better.

48

If the Indians were of nuisance value as Varian rather coldly alleges,
one can, in the light of the figures at Tables 3, 4 and 5 understand
why this must have been so.

At least 600 men, women and children

(more than 25 per cent of the number that originally left) perished
in Angola and many more died on the ships that brought them back to
Natal.

Even in repatriation, lack of concern for their well being

was evident.

The'~ewark Castle'carrying 540 unhealthy Indians

arrived at Cape Town on 4th March 1908 en route to I~dia. without a
doctor on board.

49

Two persons died on this leg of the voyage.

The returning Indians were interned at the quarrantine station on the
Bluff in Durban where they received medical attention and awaited

47.
48.
49.

Varian, op. cit., p.165.
Ibid., p.165.
IITT/158, 535/08, Minute from Health Officer for the Colony
to Protector, 5-3-1908.
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Table 3

Number of cases attended to in the Hospital for Indians
since it was opened in August 1907 to 30 November 1907.

CASES

MONTH
August

"

.

September

ADMITTED

Beri-beri
Other Ailments
Beri-beri
Other Ailments

II

DISCHARGED

50

DIED

--

124
96

42
17

11
24

-

25
13

46
57

27
6

.·

October

Beri-beri
Other Ailments

-

32
17

7
3

28
1

November

Beri-beri
Other Ailments

-

3
82

8
32

9
9

392
Number remaining in hospital
(*) 2 Deserters

Table 4

21/*)

115

65

Estimated number of Indians employed on the construction of
the Benguela Railway between 25th August and 2nd September
1907.
51

MEN

WOMEN

CHILDREN

Employed on the Railway

806

341

482

In Hospital

144

15

21

78

7

3

142

66

103

1 170

429

609

Died in Hospital
Missing
TOTAL NUMBER LANDED AT LOBITO

50.

GH 826, Letter from British Consul in Luanda to Governor
12-1-1908.
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Ibid.

in

Natal,
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Table 5

Number of Indians that returned from Lobito Bay. 52

MEN

WOMEN

Domiciled and landed in Natal

284

Returned to India
TOTAL

.
.
repatriation
to In d"ia. 53

CHILDREN

TOTAL

137

237

658

508

199

241

948

792

336

478

1 606

Their general appearance was such that they

were considered to have been the most dejected and repulsive looking
group of people that were ever seen at the port.

Their clothes were

appalling even by "indentured Indian" standards, their dirty rags
being barely sufficient to hide their nakedness while with their
long tangled hair they presented a picture of barbarism that one
would only have expected to see far outside the bounds of civilisation.

All expressed eagerness at having left Lobito Bay and indicated that
they would most definitely not have willingly re-indentured for
another period of service.

The dismal experiences which they

recounted corroborated most of the complaints made by Moonsamy in
his report.

However, contrary to what Moonsamy had stated, some

Indians did not appear altogether satisfied with the rations they

52.
'53.
54.

Report of the Protector of Indian Immigrants, Year ended
31 December 1908, p.9.
Indian Opinion, 11 April 1908, "Victims of Lobito Bay".
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:-i.?. Varian, Chief Resident Engineer of the Ber.guela Railway.
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received.

These Indians stated that they were promised wheat meal

and brown rice daily; a pound of meat each week; and a bottle of oil
per month.

Instead they were given brown rice which made them ill,

flour which was unfit for consumption and no meat or oi1.

55

Further-

more, during the eleven months that they were in Angola, not a tent
nor a hut of any kind was provided for them.

56

Those who could,

erected small huts of wood and grass for themselves whilst others
took shelter under trees at the risk of falling prey to lions and
other wild beasts which prowled about in the neighbourhood.

The

huts, they said, had to be abandoned each time the camp moved
further ahead.

The men also claimed that deductions for arrear

payments of the £3 poll tax were made from the wages of those
Indians who fell under Law 25 of 1891 and who were thus not liable
for such payments.

It was alleged that when the Indians aired their

grievances, they were flogged with a sjambok and at least one death

57
.
was ascri.b e d to sue h action.

Altogether, making allowances for the extravagance with which some
Indians expressed themselves, the sufferings of these Indians appeared
to be every bit as bad as, if not worse than, that alleged by
Moonsamy.

This much is evident from the appalling number of people

that never made it back to Natal and from the pathetic conditions of
those that did.

Medical attendance was necessary for the majority of

the latter.

56.
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Of 403 Indians that left Durban for Lobito Bay on board the "Cluny
ff

Castle, 80 cases of malaria, 20 cases of dysentery, 150 cases of
sores from chigger flea, 1 case of enteric fever (landed at Cape
Town) and 2 cases of beri-beri were treated by the ship's doctor
.
wh o a 1 so reporte d tat
t h e voyage. 58
h
4 d eats
h had occurred during
The conditions of many of this number were considered on their
arrival at Durban to be such as to warrant careful and patient
treatment for a number of weeks.

A trained orderly at the Bluff

was employed for the whole day solely to dress chigger flea sores
which in many cases covered half the surface area of the leg.

59

Some of the sores were extensively gangrenous and in at least 5
cases amputation was necessary at Addington Hospital.

11

The same ghoulish picture was evident in the arrival of the Alnwick
Castle"in May 1908 with 615 Indians on board.

Here the doctor

reported 35 serious cases of malaria (50 cases were to be later
identified), 400 cases of chigger flea sores and several cases of
. .
dysentery an d 1ung d"iseases. 60
Pt
h h isis,

Although proper medical

attendance and care at the depot was provided, this did not prevent
a number of deaths that subsequently occurred.

A source of considerable argument and grievance amongst the Lobito
Bay Indians was the question of repatriation to India.

Of 1 606

Indians that returned from Lobito Bay, only 658 were permitted to

58.
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60.
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domicile in Natal whilst 948 were forced to proceed to India (see
Table 5).

61

Those that could remain had qualified to do so by

virtue of their status as Old Act (Law 25 of 1891) Indians and by
producing the domicile certificates which they had to purchase at
a fee of £ 1 before they left for Lobito Bay.

62

All those who did not hold certificates of domicile, that is to say,
the new Act (Act 17 of 1895) Indians as well as those who were
permitted to take out such certificates but had subsequently lost
them, were sent back to India regardless of their own wishes in the
matter.

In addition many domicile certificates were not accepted by

the Natal Immigration Authorities because the certificates did not
bear the thumb impressions of their holders as required.

However,

these holders claimed that at the time of departure for Lobito Bay
from Durban, many of them were hurried onto the ship at the last
moment without their thumb impressions being taken.

63

It is obvious that the thoroughness with which the Immigration
Authorities scrutinised the certificates of the returning Indians
was not matched by the undue haste and apparently deliberate carelessness with which these Indians were hustled onto the ship.

It

would be fair to assume that this was yet another indication of the
Natal Government's commitment to its policy of thinning out the
permanent Indian population in Natal.

61.
62.
63.

Indian Opinion, 17 April 1909, "Protector of Indian Immigrants
Report foT year ended 31st December 1908".
IIA/2/23, 251/09 - 28 July 1909.
Indian Opinion, 14-3-1908, "Lobito Bay Indians
What the
Returned Labourers have to say."
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At the behest of the Indian National Progressive Association (Durban),
the Natal Indian Congress (NIC), the political organisation founded
in 1894 by M.K. Gandhi, investigated the grievances of the Indians
d • 64
.
to b e repatriate

It was established that almost to a man, these

Indians bitterly opposed repatriation.

Many of them who had resided

in Natal for periods in excess of 10 years feared unemployment in
India.

The tax burdens that were imposed on them in Natal, arrear

payments of which were deducted from their monthly wages in Angola,
made any form of saving virtually impossible and this presaged
starvation and travail if no work was to be found.

Upon completion of its investigations the NIC despatched a cable to
the South Africa British Indian Committee under the presidency of
Lord Ampthill, former Governor of Madras and one time acting Viceroy
of India.

65

The cable rightfully stated that as the Indians were sent

from Natal by sanction of the Imperial Government, it was the duty
of that Government to investigate the matter and to protect the men,
for had the men not been so sent, they would in all likelihood not
have been repatriated to India.

Although letters of protest were

subsequently sent to the Indian and Colonial Offices by L.W. Ritch,
Secretary of the South Africa British Indian Committee, these offices
seemed to have lacked the

inclination to move in the matter.

In

any event the situation was by this time too far gone to be retrieved.

64.
63.

Indian Opinion, 21 March 1908.
Indian Opinion, 2 May 1908.
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A cable was also sent to the Colonial Secretary in Pietermaritzburg
requesting information as to why the men who were previously living
in Natal (on which grounds domicile rights were claimed) were sent
to India.
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The cable also inquired whether arrangements were made

to look after the men on their arrival in India seeing that almost
all of them had no recourse to any savings which would have enabled
them to subsist on until such time that they found employment, if
they were so lucky.

In response to the cable, C. Bird, the Principal

Under Secretary in Natal not unexpectedly stated that these Indians
were bound to their contracts which stated that they were not allowed
to return to Natal and as such had to go back to their "own country."

67

In spite of the fact that all evidence pointed to the contrary, Bird
claimed that the Indians neither requested permission nor raised any
serious objections to their being sent back to India.

No comment was

made with regard to their fate once they returned to India.

It would

appear that the Government of Natal, having rid itself of these people
was not any more concerned.

The Portuguese Government in Lisbon for its part, sent a commission
to Benguela at the end of May 1909 to investigate and report on the

68
.
wi.d esprea d grievances
o f t h e In d.ians.

Like many commissions, how-

ever, its activities appeared to fade in the mists of time and there
is little evidence to indicate whether the Commission's findings were
·ever published.

66·.

Indian Opinion, 9 May 1908.
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Ibid.
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By June 1908, the last of the Lobito Bay Indians, according to
Griffiths, had been repatriated either to Natal or to India. 69
Though a disastrous experience had come to an end, conditions
obtaining both in Natal and in India were to offer no cause
for optimism either.

69.

Katzenellenbogen, op. cit., p.58.
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CONCLUSION

The interplay of a myriad "push" factors had worked to make life
extremely difficult for Indians in Natal.

Conditions in Natal far

more so than the expectation of a life of hope and superfluity in
Angola were the driving forces behind the procession of over 2 000
Indians to Lobito Bay.

Intense pressure on free Indians came in the wake of the post Anglo
Boer War depression in Natal.

With the waning in importance of the

indenture system, the proportion of free to indentured Indians
significantly rose, considerably adding to the number of job seekers
in a climate of acute unemployment.

Many whites blamed "cheap

coolie competition" for the widespread unemployment amongst their
numbers.

The services of thousands of Indians employed by the

Durban Corporation and the Natal Railways were therefore dispensed
with in favour of whites.
been unemployed in 1907,

1

Some 28 000 Indians were reported to have
the year a number of them left for Lobito.

A further exacerbating factor was the decision of the Natal Government
Railway and the plantations to lower.their wage levels for free
Indian labour so that now even those who were employed experienced
unusual pressure.

Immigration to the Transvaal, where many Indian

wage labourers had worked on the Rand mines before the war, was

1.

M. Swan:

Gandhi

The South African Experience, p.23.
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rendered impossible by the clamp down on Indian immigration in 1903
and 1904.

2

By far the most profound and significant push factor was that provided
by the imposition of the £3 tax measure which served in either driving
workers out of the colony or back into indenture on the expiry of
their contracts.

Aversion to the tax, not to mention an inability

to pay it, increasingly forced many ex-indentured workers to reindenture thereby suspending payment of the tax for the duration of
their contracts.

However, even under indenture, Indians suffered.

Overwork, malnourishment, squalid living conditions and even
floggings formed the pattern of daily life for many indentured
workers.

3

Although there may have been certain "pull" factors that were
responsible for some Indians going to Angola, such factors pale
into insignificance when compared with the effect the push factors
had.

Life to some may have appeared far more attractive, far more

promising and far more rewarding than in Natal in view of the
positive, almost lavish, picture painted by the recruiting agent,
John Stone and certain parties in Natal that wanted these Indians
out of the colony.
sense of adventure.

The Indians were definitely not motivated by a
They were too preoccupied with the business of

survival to engage in the pursuit of objectives which, even under
normal conditions, were so diametrically opposed to their lifestyle.

2.

Ibid., p.23.
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Life in Angola for the Indians was as harsh and depressing as the
endless stretches of bush and scrub through which the Benguela
Railroad cut its winding path.

Although there is scant evidence

to indicate that they were subject to torture and punishment (most
definitely not on the scale meted to many Indians in Natal) they
met far more formiddable foes in the geography and in the tropical
diseases of the country.

The deplorable conditions under which

these Indians worked and lived, the lack of medical attendance and
the failure of the contractors to provide basic needs combined with
these natural forces to exact a terrible toll from amongst their
numbers.

The sense pf apathy and sceptism with which Moonsamy's report was
received by the authorities in Natal typified white attitudes in
general towards Indians in the colony.

Neither the Natal Government

nor the Protector considered the matter serious enough to warrant
the immediate despatch of an inspector to investigate and report on
the allegations first hand.

It is thus easy to understand why so

many Indians associated the Protector not so much with their
protection as with their indirect persecution.

Although the authorities in Natal did not appear to have used coercive
measures to get Indians recruited, (this was hardly necessary given
conditions for Indians in Natal) there is no doubt that they warmly
welcomed their departure as this ideally suited the Natal Government's
policy of reducing the permanent Indian population of Natal.

This is
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clearly seen from the fact that requisitions for thousands of
indentured Indians were still being made even though the services
of thousands of free Indians (those who had entered indenture
after 1895) were available.

These Indians were prevented by law

from entering into labour contracts with employers unless they
held receipts for payments of the £3 tax.

Most of the men that

went to Lobito Bay could not be employed in Natal because of this.

There can be no gainsaying the fact that their shattering Angolan
experiences had roots deep in the prevailing conditions of Natal.
Had Indians in Natal not been the objects of racial persecution,
had they not been the targets of discriminatory legislation, and
most impo~tantly, had the pernicious £3 tax not so cruelly imposed
such crushing burdens upon them, there would in all probability
have been no Lobito Bay Indians.

,_-:-::Han Opinion, 30 March 1907.
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