
THE LAND ACT 

Fatal event 
Alan Paton 

THE invitation by the Black Sash asking people to 
partake in this vigil now ending says that the pur

pose of the vigil is to focus attention on the fatal impor
tance of a certain event in our history. This event which 
we have been remembering this week is the passing of 
the Natives Land Act of 1913, which became law on the 
20th day of June that year. In 1913 the all-white Parlia
ment of the Union virtually brought African agriculture 
to an end. It virtually said to African people, "You can
not expect to follow the life and calling of a farmer". 

The Land Act itself was the direct consequence of the 
formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, which 
enshrined the colour bar in its constitution and which 
acknowledged the sovereignty of Almighty God over 
the new country. It is not my habit to attack or denigrate 
the deeply held beliefs of all people; it is a profitless and 
demeaning occupation, but I as a Christian find it incom
prehensible that a Christian government could pass a 
law like the Native Land Act. I just do not understand 
how a Christian politician can continue to profess his 
faith and yet say in effect to African people, 'I am your 
Christian ruler. I tell you that you have no future on the 
land except as a worker for others.' 

On 1 December 1943 the acting Prime Minister J H 
Hofmeyr opened the seventh session of the Natives' 
Representative Council. Z K Matthews' vote of thanks 
was seconded by Dr J R Moroko who said: 

'In your speech you say we must love our land. We 
love it and we shall always do so. We only hope that 
it will be made possible by the rulers of this country 
that we may have some land to love.' 

The Natives' Representative Council in 1943 was 
probably — in my mind certainly — the most distin
guished legislative body in the whole history of South 
Africa. There were Chief Victor Poto from the Trans-

'You say we must love our land. We 
love it and we shall always do so. We 
only hope that it wil l be made possi
ble by the rulers of this country that 
we may have some land to love.' 

kei, W G Champion from Natal, Dr J S Moroka, the vet
eran Selope Thema, the youth Paul Masaka and the ur
bane and blunt Z K Matthews. When in 1946 the Council 
decided to suspend further proceedings Selope Thema 
sent a message to white South Africa. He said: 

'Do you want us to join those forces that are outside, 
those forces which are out to destroy? If you drive us 
to that we shall know what to do. We don't want to 
do it. I second the motion.' 

White South Africa threw all these men away. Will we 
ever«ee the like of them again? 

Alan Paton, about 10 years ago 
— photo: Dennis Bughwan 

The Natives' Land Act of 1913 made illegal the purch
ase by whites and blacks of land in each others' areas. 
Still worse was to come. 

The National Party Government were determined to 
bring to an end all black ownership of white land, 
whether in country or town. Ownership in the country, 
that is the black spots, was to be dealt with in terms of 
previously unused provisions of the Trust and Land Act 
of 1936. Ownership in the towns was to be dealt with in 
terms of the Group Areas Act of 1950. 

At first the black owners of such land simply could not 
believe that such a thing could be done to them. They 
knew that freedom as experienced by white people was 
unknown to them, but they valued beyond measure the 
freedom which the black spots gave them, freedom to 
build a house of their own. plant trees, vegetables, to 
keep a cow or even two, three, to build a church, to es
tablish a council which would rule their community af
fairs. All this was guaranteed by the priceless title deed 
which was kept in some bank or other safe place. In their 
innocence they believed that the title deed was sac
rosanct. They did not know that the only sacrosanct 
thing in South Africa was the power of the sovereign 
white parliament which could give title deeds today and 
take them away tomorrow. We in the Liberal Party were 
intimately associated in resistance to the expropriation 
of the black spots and to the repudiation of these pre
cious documents. We identified ourselves for example 
with resistance of the black people of Charlestown 
whose struggle is told in our book 'The Charlestown 
Story.' I should tell you a story. The grand old man of 
Charlestown was Mr Abraham Ngwenya. He went there 
in 1911 to escape from a wider world for his own and his 
children's sake. He bought both plot and house from a 
white owner who was leaving what had become a dying 
town. It was the customs town on the border of Natal 
and with the coming of the Union of South Africa it was 
no longer a customs town. His purchase was legal. He re
ceived the previous title deed. He established a 
blacksmith shop repairing and sometimes even man
ufacturing items for white people. 
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•I am 80 years old', he said, 'and I musl go on with 
my work for that is how I live. However, I am too old 
to do more than repairs. This move to Buffalo Flats 
has knocked me down and I have been almost too old 
to uproot. I would rather die soon and escape this bit
ter ending to a hard but happy life. Nor can I under
stand why the farmers and the government wish to do 
this to me. I never cheated them and they never 
cheated me.* 

Mr Ngwenya's wish was granted. He died before he was 
moved to Buffalo Flats. May I ask again the question, 
how can a government of a state that acknowledges 
sovereignty of Almighty God do such a thing? How can a 
Minister of that State sleep sound at night when he has 
ordered such a thing. How can a jolly farmer lie peace
fully in bed. 

It is good that you should remember such things at this 
vigil. They must never be forgotton. No-one must be al
lowed, jolly farmers must not be allowed to lie peace
fully. 

I shall close with the words of William the Silent. They 
may be too stoical for some of you here. 

'It is not necessary to hope in order to undertake 
and it is not necessary to succeed in order to 
persevere'. 

Well, let us continue to undertake and to persevere 
and let us hope too and who is to say that we may not suc
ceed? 

An outstanding South African known to a number of 
you here, the late Selby Msimang, one of the founding 
members of the ANC of 1912 and the grand old man of 
the Liberal Party of 50 years later, regarded the Land 
Act as the greatest blow ever dealt to the hopes and as
pirations of the African people. 

Onslaught on 
black farmers 
Tim Keegan 

WHAT I want to talk to you about on the 70th an
niversary of the passing of the Natives Land Act in 

1913 is an aspect of that Act which is least appreciated 
but which is perhaps the most devastating in its sub
sequent effects — the suppression of black commercial 
agriculture in South Africa and the central significance 
of the Land Act in this process. 

Closely allied to the land question was the question of 
labour. For land segregation went hand in hand with the 
development of a system of oscillating migration of 
labour discouraging the permanent settlement of blacks 
in urban areas and promoting the maximum concentra
tion of Africans particularly of unemployed people, old 
people, women and children in the newly defined re
serves where they did not become a burden on or re
sponsibility of the emergent industrial economy. 

From the earliest days of white settlement on the high-
veld and particularly after the rise of urban markets at 
Kimberley and on the Rand, black agriculturalists were 
perhaps the major providers of grain crops to these mar
kets. 

On much white-owned land in the South African in-
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terior — the agricultural heartland of South Africa — 
much of the cash crop production was in the hands of 
black tenants in the final decades of the 20th century, 
paying rent as often as not in the form of a share of their 
crop. Others, particularly those living on absentee-
owned land, paid a money rent. But one way or another, 
the production of grain crops for market on white-
owned lands outside the reserves as often as not was in 
the hands of black peasants employing their own means 
of production and utilising by-and-large family labour. 

The significance of the sharccropping economy - for it 
was sharecropping relationships which predominated 
through much of the white-occupied highveld farming 
region — is that it was a form of capital accumulation for 
white landowners. The more undercapitalised and the 
more overindebted were the white landlords the more 
vulnerable they were and the more dependent they were 
on the commercial skills, the capital — the ploughing 
oxen and equipment — and the labour resources of their 
black tenant families. 

As an indication of what I mean, let me quote from an 
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