
THE LAND ACT 

The Boers are now ousting the Englishmen from the public ser
vice, and when they have finished with them, they will make a 
law declaring it a crime for a native to live in South Africa unless 
he is a servant in the employ of a Boer, and from this it will be 
just one step to complete slavery, 

— Mosotho speaker 

What happened 
Margaret Nash 

ON THIS 70th anniversary of the Land Act it is 
important to look back and find out what actually 

actually happened and why. 
The legislation, not even mentioned in the Governor 

General's speech at the opening of the 1913 session of 
Parliament, was foreshadowed by a February 18 ques
tion concerning details of the registration of Transvaal 
farms in the name of blacks in the past three years. To it 
the Minister of Lands provided a cut-and-dried answer, 
which later analysis proved to be grossly misleading but 
at the time provided the 'statistical scarecrow' needed by 
the white racist lobby. 

Ten days later, in an impassioned address on the 
enormous danger of squatting. Orange Free State 
member J G Keyter called for a General Pass and Squat
ters Bill to prohibit coloured people (1) from wandering 
about without a proper pass, (2) from squatting on 
farms, and (3) from sowing on the share system. Trans-
vaaler P G W Grobler, later to be imprisoned as one of 
the 1914 Boer Rebellion traitors, moved the addition 
'and further to take effective measures to restrict the 
purchase and lease of land by natives'. 

Minister of Native Affairs Hertzog responded by in
troducing a Natives Land Bill, with the unprecedented 
assurance that the Governor General would not with
hold royal assent. 

The bill led to a furore in Parliament and throughout 
the land, with deputations and representations from all 
quarters — South African Native National Congress, 
Transvaal Landowners' Association, churches, missio
nary societies, etc. Yet within weeks it was rushed 
through both Houses of Parliament, signed by the Gov
ernor General on June 16, and gazetted on June 19 to 
take immediate effect. 

At the time of its passing whites already held 50 times 
as much land per head as did the blacks, but the motive 
was not protection of white progressive agriculture. 
Rather the reverse. The newly formed African Farmers' 
Association was encouraging its members to acquire 
land and to adopt modern farming methods. And all 
over the country black farming-on-the-half were bring
ing agricultural land into production to the benefit alike 
of the landowners and the society in need of food and of 
themselves. 

Margaret Nash 

Only choice 
The half-share farmers were in fact among the hardest 

hit by the Act. Their only choice was to become wage 
labourers and hand over their livestock, or to leave the 
farms with their stock and possessions in a desperate 
search for alternative land. The penalty for accommodat
ing a landless black was £100 or six months' imprison
ment (shades of the Orderly Movement Bill and the 1983 
Trespass Act amendment). 

Writing of exiles swarming towards the Basuto bor
der, driving their emaciated flocks attenuated by star
vation and the cold, Plaatje depicts them as 'refugees es
caping from a war, with the enemy pressing hard at their 
heels'. 

Shameful 
The story of the 70 years since the passing of the Land 

Act is no less shameful. 
That nothing has changed, except for the worse, is 

shown by such contemporary evidence as the proposed 
constitution, which confirms the total denationalization, 
and exclusion of blacks. 

Whose fault is it that after a half century of non-violent 
opposition and passive resistance the African National 
Congress embarked in (he early 1960s on a programme of 
violence against installations; and that in the 70th year of 
national dispossession the Congress has resorted to the 
horrifying Pretoria-bomb type of counter-terror? 

Let this be a time of mourning for all victims of the spi
ral of violence, and of dedication to the struggle for an 
open society in which the land will nourish all its children 
according to their need. 
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