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Indians in South Africa 
' 

CHAPTER I. 

IN A WORSE PUGHT THAN EVER BEFORE 
• 

THE full report of the Asiatic Enquiry 
1 l Commission has been lying before me, but 
J have· not. been able to touch it for some 
days on account of the incessant occupation 
of every .one of my own interests and emo· 
tions in.~ fate of the· Chandpur refugees, 
who have come down from Assam. All that 
.I have seen there. at Chandpur seems only to 
represent to me another tragedy of emigration. 
It goes to swell the long catalogue of failure, 
so far as the United Provinces are concerned. 
Later on, it may possibly happen, that the 
gloom of what I have seen with my own eyes, 
at Chitndpur, and Goalundo and Nainafl,-:
the unspeakable misery and destitution,-will 
be partly lightened, when I ain able to go ~ 
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Assam and to investigate conditions on the 
spot. But certainly the misery I have been 
brought face to face with during the last five 
weeks (whatever might be the original causE!, r:l. 
exodus) can only have one word written upon 
it, the word " disaster." For the real trouble 
is this, ·that, in these various emigrations from 
Northern India, there is always the greatest 
difficulty in coming back again to the old 
village life, after once the emigration bas been 
effected. This is the lesson, that I am learn
ing, by bitter experience, and it is a lessoJ 
that is very hard to learn, and still more 
bard to accept. 

When I was in South Mrica at the time 
of Sir Benjamin Robertson and Mr.· G. i.. 
Corbett's visit, working side by side with them, 
but independently of them, this same problem 
stared us all in the face. I had come to 
Natal a few weeks ,earlier than they had done· 
themselves. It was some time before their 

' landing that I had made my own investiga
tions. I had been already to many places on 

'-' 
the main route up the North Coast, where 
Indians were employed on the sugar planta· 
tions (a .large number of whom were still . . 
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'tinder indenture), -and I had seen at· close 
.quarters and carefully inspected their condition 
.{)f life, their "barracks," their general ap
~rance, their physique; I had heard their 
iJrayers ·and petitions; my heart had been 
;moved Jo its dtrpth by their wretched cond~

.tion, and I had made up my own mind, on the 
-evidence, and had come to a definite conclusion. 
Afterwards, I had discussed this conclusion, 
·with all the leading Indians in Durban, who 
~thad at heart the interests of their poorer 
.feJlow countrymen, and they gave their unani-
mous assent. to· it. . 

My own conclusion was this :-It would 
,be far better for these poor wrecks of 
·biunanitY. to come back to India, if they could 
·get a free passage and a little help to start 
life again, rather than that they should go on 
·sinking lower and lower,-actually falling 
below the level of the Kaffirs, who were 
·being imported from the bush to compete 
with them. on the plantations, I found out, 
from · the actual statistics of the prowce 
{which were very. accuratefy and carefully kept 
.by the special Government Department), 
¢hat this deterioration ~- Indian wage earning 
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was universal in Natal; that the Zul1,1 and\ 
Kaffir wages were both rising while the Indian· 
wages ~ere falling. I (ound still further that,. 
even though indentured labour had been• 
actually ended and the last of the old indentured 
labourers had been set free (about the year· 
1915 or 1916), yet in the subsequent years,. 
Indians had gone on and on re-indenturing: 
themselves into a fresh bondage, simply because· 
they were compelled by the force of hunger· 
and misery to do so. I shall never forge!; 
how,_ on one estate, a hove1 was shown to me •. 
(the habitation of a whole family), into which• 
I had almost literally to bend down a.s if going: 
.into a ke~mel, and when I got inside, it was
q~te impossible to stand upright. :rhe filth> 
inside was beyond words, and the air . was-. 
putrid. But . what else could be expected, 
when . human beings were treated in this:. 
manner by overseers! who were living_ in palat~ 
buildings themselves?. I remember one appal,-· 
ling . contrast. The -Jndian barracks were· 
hat:dly a stone's throw from., the house 
of 'the Manager of the Estate. The Mana,. 
~er's house had all the perfect air . an<i 
iigh~ . arrang~ents . of modern. sa_nitary-
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<Science : the Indian quarters · were so 
:sanitarily neglected, that I could hardly bear 
:to stay in them even for a few moments, the 

'-!air-'was so foul and. the drainage was so filthy. 
This ·experience made me restless night 

.and day. I did not know what to do. All 
my Indian friends w;ndered af 'the moodiness, 

• I 

'Which had come over me, and the gloom; 
which settled down more and more upon me. 
·They had themselves grown used to these 
'-lights and these conditions. But, for myself, 
l had not seen anything so bad, even in Fiji • 
. And this re-indenturing business roused in me 
:almost furious indignatiQn. 'I knew it was 
111nder terrible · temptation, pr under some 
.irresistible compulsion, that re-indenture was 
.acquiesced in by Indians themselves. Stories 
·were told to me about the recruiting, which 
were every· bit as bad as the arkati stories, 
>thit J had heard in India in the old evil days 
.of indentured labour in the past · Ar.d, in 
Natal, there was a temptation, that was hardly 
known in the United Provinces, and that d'/a5 

.quite impossible in Fiji,-the. temptation of 
.intoxicating. drink. I found that, in a large 

· . .number of instances, · the Indians were made 
. , 
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drunk with the: intoxicating liquor by ·the 
recruiters, in order to get them. to affix theil' 
thumb mark to the new indenture. They wer&
given £2-10-0 on signing, and this ·only to()• 
often went in ,, drink., 

All these things, as I have said, weighed 
upon me, night and' day, and, I kept brood
ing over them. I was·. ill at the time, and I 
began to wond~r if I bad become morbid through 
illness. It was not possible for me to go down 
the coast, southward; but I received letters fromt 
Indians there, whose word could be relied on, 
that conditions in the South were exactly 
similar to c:Onditions in the North. They 
al!IO complained about t;he manner· in which
the Indian merchants in Durban bad been pro
fiteering in rice and thus making · the lot of 
the Indian labourers still more miserable. 

Then came Sir Benjamin Robertson, and 
Mr. G. L Corbett, and Mr. Lolit Sen. At 
first, the Indian leaders· were inclined to bold 

' somewhat aloof. They bad been bitterly dis
ap~inted at the· refusal of the Hon. Srinivasa. 
Sastri to accompany the Deputation. The
position was taken up by some, that because 
·.Mr. Sastri bad not been able to . come, there: 

. \, 
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must be something wrong somewhere ; and 
therefore the whole Deputation should be left 
•n one side. There was at the same time, a 

.. section of the Indian community, who .wished 
to boycott altogether the Asiatic Enquiry 
Commission. and to have nothing to do with 
the. Deputation from India on that account. 

It was very difficult to come to a com
mon -agreement, and at first things seemed to 
go quite wrong at the time of. Sir Benjamin 
"Robertson's landing. I was in the · country 
districts when the ship came in, and the news 
reached me by telegram, that the ,Deputation 
had actually landed. At once I hurried back to 
Durban, and saw Sir Benjamin Robertson and 
Mr. Corbett that night. There had been the 
usual 'difficulties about Mr. Lolit Sen's accom· 
m odation. Being an Indian, no Durban hotel 
was likely to. take him in, on account of the 
acute racial prejudice .. , He was therefore still _ 
remaining on board ship. The same difficulty 
had been experienced· in the case of Mr. 1 

Sarkar, on the former visit of Sir Benj~min 
Robertson ; and I had fully anticipated it. 
We at once offered hospitality among- the 
Indian merchants in Durban, and the offer 

I 
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was accepted; but in the end, Mr. Corl!ett. 
was able to obtain a room in the ~otel itself,. 
though .even then it would not be possible foe. 
Mr. Lolit Sen to have meals except in ~s· 
own room in the hotel. It is these indignities, 
which bring, like a sharp lash, to Indian 
minds the helplessness and the hopelessness of 
their racial position . in certain particulars. 
Probably the sensitiveness about suc;h things 
had a great deal ·to do wit~ the Hon. 
Srinivasa Sastri's refusal .to come out, and I" 
can very well understand the feeling and share 
it. . There were, I .know, other . extremely 
cogent causes besides ; but I believe I am not 
wrong in saying, that this question of . racial 
treatment weighed heavily . with him. The 
difficulties connecte!i wjth the .· late Hon. 
(;. K. Gokhale's visit in 19~2, were overcome 
by .Mahatma Gandhi's continual presence; but, 
even in Mr. Gokhale's case, there was· no 
other method, of travelling by steamer to 

·, South Mrica. except by occupying a whole 
th~ berth cabin by himself .alone. For no 
South Mrican would travel with him. I know 
full well, how great the danger of racial intO:. 
~erance would have been, if Mr. Sastri had .. 



IN A WORSE "PUGHT THAN EVER BEFORE 9 

•Come · out ; . but all the same I believe that 
it could have been surmounted, and I am 
~orry that he found himself unable to come, 
'wlien the time drew near. · 

But, to return from this necessary digres
sion (for· this question of racial ·exclusiveness 
·is the fundamental question in South Mrica), 
-on that same evening after our conversation it 
was as clear ·as possible to me, that, in Mr. 
·G. L. Corbett, we had one. of the truest 

• friends of India in the Civil Service that this 
.Service possessed. He would very rapidly· 
-overcome any shyness or aloofness · from 
"the · Indian side. · This anticipation was 
:soon realised. . In a very brief time, after he 
had come round to meet the Indian leaders 

:at the house of Mr. Parsee Rustomjee, or Mr. 
Mian Khan, he won golden opinions from all. 

"Thenceforward, there was no trouble whatever 
.about the Deputation being cordially received 
thy Indians, all over South Mrica. I would 
Jike to bear personal testimony to the truly' 
:remarkable way in which Mr. Corbett master
·ed each Indian problem and recognised al
most immediately the Indian point of view. I 

"1lave since heard, both from East Mrica and 
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' 
Uganda how he showed the same capacity o£ 
rapid understanding there alsO. 

After Sir Benjamin Robertson and Mr.-. 
Corbett and Mr. Sen had been in Natal ior • 
a few days, they went out to visit the Mount 
Edgcombe estate. This was by no means the· 
worst estate that I had seen · in Natal. I 
gave no hint as to my own opinion, but askem 
Mr~ Corbett specially to consider the condition 

) 

of the Indian labourers. He· came back in a; 

state of complete dejection about it. He told.' 
me, that he had no doubt whatever, that 
these Indian labourers would be much better 
off in India. The '- best · thing would be to;· 
repatriate them; a~d if the Union Govern
ment were willing to do it, this would · be 
the quickest way to solve an altogether intolera-
ble situation. · 



CHAPTER II. 

THE ST~RY oF A BLVNDhK 

1 HAVE tried to show in my first chapter-
lhe main difficulty which met me in Natal •. 

~It is true, that the rights of Indian traders to· 
ho1d trading licenses and property in South 
Mrica kept my time· continually engaged. 1 
could understand their vital importance. With~ 
these matters, I hope to deal later.· But, . it. 
must be remembered, that these rights had . 

. their relation to a very small body of Indians,. 
compared .with the great mass of poverty-
stricken people, who form the Indian labour
ing classes in Natal. The proportion of these: 
labourers to the trading classes would be very· 
nearly that of ten to one. I 

When I had fully understood the great· 
0 

ness of this Indian labour problem, it was 
.,oatural that my energies should become more. and. 
more concentrated upon it. For this reason, I felt.. 
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' ·bound to alter my programme, and· to spend 
:the greater part of my time in Natal, deal
ing with this distress of the poor and devisin~ 
immediate relief, while seeking on all sides• 

··eagerly for some ultimate solution. The situa
tion itself was very greatly accentuated, while 
I was thGre,. by the refusal of the Indian 

·Government to. send rice from: India. In 
. future, when an outcry is raised ·by. national 
.leaders against the export of foodstuffs ' from 
India, great care ought.:to be taken, that com:.v 

· munifies,· such as this Indian labouring com: 
munity in South Africa, do not suffer actual 

-destitution in consequence. I have found this 
same pr~blem of· ·rice ·shortage in Ceylon, 

.among the~ poorer Indian immigrants there 

. also, who suffered acutely in 1919. · There is 

. a very real danger . of a . selfish . nationalism 

. arising in India, both with regard to exports 

.and imports (due. to-ignorance and inexperien
--ce) and this refusal to send rice to these 
'pitiably destitute labourers · in Natal Wa.s a 
·flagrant instance. · Another thing which sicken• 
-ed me to the heart was to find, that Indian 
.merchants themsel~·in-Durban were actual-."" 

y holding up the . iieer- '-Which they had in 
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stock, in order to make greater profits from-. 
it. .A:t once, on hearing this, I summoned all. 
~he rice merchants who would come, and~ 

spoke very sternly about the iniquity of such. 
profiteering. The result was, that one Indian 
merchant released his stock of rice at control . 
rates the next morning, The moment the • 
news of this got abroad, the rush was so great: 
that famished Indian people formed a double
line of . waiting purchasers, which stretched·. 
right .down · a very long street. · Only . the · 
smallest fraction of these obtained relief. · The 
rest went empty away. 

I ' 

The remedy for this problem of the sub-
merged Indian population, which at last I. 
proposed, has not worked out well. It was. 
that of repatriation. In the year 1914 .. 
Mahatma Gandhi had · agreed, that if any 
Indian cared to accept a free passage home to
India, at the price of forfeiting his right. of 
domicile in Natal, he should be given a free· 
passage by the South African Union Govern-0 

ment. .This free passage had somewhat fallen. 
into . abeyance during the- war on account of
lack of shipping and other reasons. The Natal 
planters w~re . against it, · because it would . 

• 
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·diminish their supply of cheap, sweated labour. 
I ·did not personally . acce~· the · solution ··of 
.this free passage without (e\uctance, on accoun~ 
. .af the condition of loss ofudomicile attached.
Biit in the midst of these famished and 
-sweated people, who out of sheer misery 
were actually going once more under in~ 
.denture and were sinking below the level of 
the Kaffir in their wages, continually ruining 
body and· soUl alike with intoxicating drink, 

.-face to face with these glaring facts, repa-o 
-triation to India seemed to be the only door' 
of escape from an intolerable wrong. Indeed,· 
there oTt the spot, I could see no alternative, 

.and nearly every Natal Indian leader, with: 
whom I talked over the matter, agreed with 
me about it. Mr. Corbett, whose active sel'
vice in India had been mainly in the villages · 
.of the Central Provinces, very strongly agreed, 
and Sir Benjamin Robertson also. The fact · 
.is imdoubted, that each one of· us, and the 
·Natal Indian leaders themselves looked at' 
:this matter purely and simply from the hu- · 
manitarian standpoint. In my own case, 
.there is on: single rUle of life, that I have 
.invariably employed for the solution of aU 
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~uch diffi~ulties. The rule runs as follows :
.. Whatsoever ye would wish that men should 
.do unto you, even so do .unto tl:!em; for 
.7thjs is the Law and the I>rophets.';· There 
.could be no. open question to me that, if 
I myself were in such a miserable plight 
:in a foreign land, being dragged down 
lower and lower, I should intensely long to 
.get back to my own village in India and to 
my own .people. It seemed to me,\that noth-

•ing could be clearer than this .. Rightly or 
wrongly, therefore, ,J urged that voluntary re
patriation should be enco.uraged ; and I wg
gested that certain merciful actions tm the 
part of the Natal Government should be as
.ked for, if they were willing to show any 
-consideration at all A small sum should be 

~ 

.granted to each person, in addition to tl~e 

free passage, and the Gold Regulation, which 
prevented any gold leaving the country, should 
.be modified slightly in t_heir favour, so tb:l.t 
.any small saving, if in certain cases such bad , 
heen obtained, and any women's ornaments, 
10hould not be confiscated. 

I have bitterly ··regretted, since then, 
.the action which I took, for two reasons; In 
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the first place, the South Mrican .authorities. 
seized at once the opportunity thus presented. 
for what could only be called an anti·Asiatico 
propaganda. The Government official, l$o~ 
was placed in charge of this delicate operation. 
o~ helping destitute Indians, began . immedia
tely to make his appeal to · racial prejudice, 
againt the Indians. He even spoke about.. 
methods of driving Indians altogether out of the 
country. The :voluntary character ef the arran
gement was thus compromised from the start;o 
It became merely a new political weapon to
drive the Indians bag and baggage out of th~ 

country. 
Secondly, I ha~ the disconcerting fact: 

to face, that, even when these destitute Indians. 
from Natal reached their own country, they
were not well received. The poverty in India. 
is s0 vast, and so increasingly extending, on, 
account of the continuous growth of population,, 
that, when these immigrants reached home at 
last, with eager expectations, having forfeited: 
their domicile in Natal, they found themselves. 
again most grievously disappointed in their 
own homeland itself. My friend, Mr.. Naidu,. 
from Pietermaritzburg, who came to India si~ 
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months after my o":n visit · to Natal, took 
me to task most severely and most rightly, 
on· account' of the advice I had given. He 
cMllenged me in the Indian public press, and. 
pointed out to me, that among the emigrants 
who had been repatriated to Madras, only a 
very small proportion. had been successfully 
domiciled in India. · The rest were destitute. 
I have had the ·painful experience of finding 
the same thing in Calcutta. The number 
.,ho return · to the Upper Provinces from 
Natal is very small ; yet out of that 
~umtJer, I have, found that ·some have 
drifted back to the Calcutta Depot, penniless 
and helpless. I have expressed my own reg· 
ret in the newspapers at the part I played in 
urging this repatriation. Since then I have 
stated my growing conviction, that even with 
regard to such place~~ as Fiji, where Indians. 
have felt their lot almost intolerable, repatria· 
tion is no reme<Iy. In the last few months, 
I have had one of the greatest disappoint· • . . . 
ments of all in a long life of disappointments 
concerning the amelioration of the poor. For 
the Indians, who thronged round me every 
day in Fiji, and fell .. at my feet imploring 
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me to find them · ships to. get them home.· 
have come back. -in many hundreds to the 
Calcutta Depot and have . clung' to my feet 

- . 
there also, begging :and- iimploring' me once-
more, in the same ·pitiable tones, to find~ships 
to get them ·back to. Fiji •. 



CHAPTER III 

REPATRIATION-NO REMEDY 

1 HAVE explained, in my last chapter, how 
bitterly afterwards I regretted the day, wheo 

~ put my hand to . paper and advised repat· 
.riation from South Mrica with forfeiture of 
·domicile. It only shows how terribly compli
.cated all these questions become, and how 
·very dangerous are all schemes of a sweeping 
.character, which attempt to undo recognised 
.evils. I owe it to my friend, Mr. K. Natara
jan, of the Indian Social Reformer, that · the 
-warning as to the result of my action came 
.to me almost immediately and I was able in· 
.a certain measure to prevent further mischief. 
His own very long __ experience in social 

.questions had put him on his guard, where I 
myse~ was ready to run risks. His argument 
-was . that of the extreme difficulty of social 
..no.nlth, To. put it in my own language, be 
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told me, that poor people who had become· 
already weakened in character · by their very
poverty could not be transplanted about from 

. . ~ 
place to place and be expected to take roo~-

ag\)Jn and again. Their one hope really was,. 
that they should, "make good" in the soil in .. 
which they had been transplanted. A second. 
and a third transplantation would only lead. 
to greater and greater weakening of. stamina: 
After all, it was not merely the amount of" 
' ~ 
wages to be earned, but the inner character-
of the wage-earner, which was the vital factor-

I would certainly apply this principle 
to-day to Fiji, as well as to Natal and 
elsewhere. . If I may venture. to say so, ther 
proposal of repatriation, which was· unanimo-
usly passed without any. discussion, at the.
last Indian National Congress, at Nagpur,. 
was a hasty and an immature proposal. I 
feel certain, .that, if every one of the delegates 
present had received the. training and discip-· 
line in · these matters, which I . have been 
obliged to receive, there would not have heeD.! 
any such resolution unanimously passed, on . a. 
question which literally involves the life and: 
death of numberless pror and helpless people •. 
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:No! In Fiji itself, as well as in Natal, io 
-spite of all the wretchedness and immorality 
.of the ·past, the problem still· waits its solu

.,.tij;)n there on the spot,-the problem · how the 
Indians, who have gone out, can "make good" 
.in Fiji. Repatriation is no remedy. For ·a 
,proof of this, we have only to witne.Ss the 
>many hundreds in the Calcutta Depot at the 
,present time, who are only clamouring for 
.one single' objecf,-namely, to return to Fiji • 

., I would · go · further still. Personally, 
whatever evils might· have existed1 in the 
.Assam tea gardens, both moral and economi
. .cal, (and, I would. add in a parenthesis, t~t 
I· have felt the moral evils worst of all, though 
.I have said little about them for want of 
·sufficiently accurate information) it would have 
heen utterly repugnant to me to have allowed 
.anyone, if I could possibly heip it, to call out 
.the workmen without any care or forethought, 
.urging them to make an exodus to the plainS. 
lf such things were actually done by politiCal 
.agents, I have' no hesitation in saying, that 
.they were done unwisely .. When. I first started 
.for Assam, my' intention was not to stop at 
.Chand pur at all, but to go on immediately. to 
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Karimganj and to the Chargola Valley; in> 
order. to try tq stop the exodus, until furthell· 
enquiry had been made and everything had 

· been attempted to improve conditions on tbe., 
spot. But I was confronted at Chandpur 
with a situation calling for immediate' remedy. 
There was no possibility then of retracing 
steps already taken. Wild horses could nevei· 
have dragged those famished, cholera-stricken 
refugees in Chandpur back to the tea gardens• 
They would have. thrown themselves into thee 
river, if such a forced return to Assam had been 
attempted. The only assault they ever made. 
was upon Mr. McPherson, of the Tea Planters•· 
Association, who tried to turn them back to the 
tea gardens and prevent them going forward. 
Personally, after my experience of Fiji returned 
emigrants, I ·had no illusions about the labour 
conditions in the United Provinces, to· which. 
they were going. These were bad .enough, in' 
ail conscience, and I knew it. .But nothing 
-could be worse ; nothing could be more inhu· 
mane, than to allow· them to die of cholera 
and pneumonia at Chandpur. My one serious
mistake was, that I did not realise that some 
our or five hundred refugees were going into 

I -
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the Central provinces. I made no preparations 
beforehand for them: and many of these grie
vously suffered, as Swami Darshananda point· 
;<\, out. But the great bulk of the · refugees,. 
who- went to the United Provinces, were pre
pared for beforehand and on the whole well 
looked after. In . a_ very strange way, this 
Chand pur problem was almost exactly . parallel 
to the principal problems of. Natal and Fiji. 
For though repatriation had been tried in this 

"Assam instance also (and nothing could pre
vent it, after the exodus h·ad been actually 
J;nade as far·as Chandpur), nevertheless, those 
who h:id had these earlier eJq>eriences knew 
that, . in itself, it was , no. solution~ Indeed 
our fears have already in a certain · measu.re 
begun to come true. For. there . is news t& 
hand that some of the very same . refugees, 
who could not . possibly have been . held at 
Chandpur, are .now actually returning to the 
tea gardens after finding out for themselves the 
truth, which I have so reluctantly and. slowly, 
found out, concerning . Fiji and Natal,-that 
repatriation is ·no remedy. 

There was one further point, that 1 had 
partly overlooked in surveying mentally the 
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problems of the depressed Natal 
I did not take sufficient notice of 

the very important social fact, that the edu
cational facilities which were being given Jq, 
Natal to Indian children were in reality much 
greater than could be offered at the present time 
in India itself. India. is . a poverty strick~n 
country, through and through, from top to bot
t~m •. Natal is not. Its soil is wonderfully fertile: 

· its rainfall is good: it has large and impor
tant coal deposits, and it forms one of the(' 
main exits for the mineral wealth of the 
Transvaal. There would, therefore, always be 
the. prospect, in such a financially flourishing 
country, (provided the administration was 
liberal in its educational ,policy), that opportu
nities for . the ·education . of . our Natal-born 
Indian childern would increase instead of 
diminish. Indeed, if pressure could be. applied 
along this line of direction from the Indian side, 
then all the instincts of modern 'statesmanship 
(which had reached a high level under General 
Smuts) would respond to such a pressure. 

But what parallel hope was there for 
these ·poor people's children .in the congested 
.agricaltural ·districts .of India, from. whe~ 
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-they originally came ? Might it not be said, 
.at least, that the second and third generations 
·<>f Natal-born Indians would have mote 
.educational chance and would make ·more 
·educational progress in Natal than in India? 
Even if it ·were argued that the new national 
impetus in .India would change all that, still 
'this was not a certainty in the immediate 
.future; on the other hand, the Natal prospects· 
. appeared to be very nearly certain. · 

This aspect of education, I had by no 
. means l~t out of account during my visit to 
.Natal in 1920. Indeed, I had carefully 
:.studied its possibilities and had done what I 
.. could "to press forward Indian claims with 
;regard to it. But, all the same, my own 
mind works very slowly, and I had not at 
that time got clearly into my own mental 

-vision the picture of its cumulative beneficial· 
, effect upon future gene~ations. Strangely' 
.enough, I had not thought of it as the one 
..remedy for the · submerged condition of the 
poorer classes in Natal, instead of repatriation. 

The ·one' last factor, that I had not, at 
;that time; taken· sufficiently into· account, was 
;;the question of climate. Like the Fiji climate 
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the climate of Natal is non-malarial. It is 31 

healthy and bracing climate for the Tamih 
pOpulation, which had. originally come from 
the excessive heat of Madras. Even with thasEi< 
who had been hom in Madras and not in 
Natal, I found that the climatic change to a, 
cooler atmosphere had already had its effect. 
Those who returned to their homes in India. 
were uneasy and uncomfortable because ~f the: 
heat. With the Natal,born Indians, acclimatisa
tion in India is far more difficult. Indeed, it' 
is often one continuous physical strain, that is 
enervating and exhausting. Tb,ey. pine for the 
cooler climate of Natal and cannot settle. 
down in India itself. 

If, therefore, it we~e possible thoroughly.· 
to work out all the . educational possibilities 
for. Indian children in Natal ; if, on account. 
of the advantages of education in after life, 
some .progress upward from the present. 
'submerged state could be attained; if the bright 
intellects of the little Indian children could be· 
afforded scope for development, then it would. 
surely be better to explore this way of escape 
from the morass of agricultural destitution in 
Natal rather than run the risk of repatriation •. 
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It will be easily gathered from this. 
narrative how slowly and almost painfully my 
mind has accommodated itself to.. the full 
&iklation and its remedy. If I am now· 
accused, not only with a good deal of blame 
but also with a good deal of. truth, forr 
continually altering my mind and shifting my 
position, I must plead guilty. Looking back,. 
it is indeed a surprise to me to find .out . how 
badly I was -mistaken and how obsessed I · 

"'WaS by the "short-cut" idea of repatriation .. 
But the problems to ·be faced were . by no 
means easy of solution, and it was. somewhat 
like a traveller exploring a new country and 
taking the wrong turning again and again 
before taking the x:ight one. I feel now that. 
the right turning is for us to concentrate on 
the children of our Indian emigrants and tO' 
offer hi that direction. every help we can · to 
the Governments of .the different countries
where they are settled. 

In another matter, the mistake I :made 
was less serious and more excusable. For· I 
had strangely misjudged · the inevitable bias. 

. and trend :of the Asiatic Enquiry Commission 
itself. From all -that I had heard · concerning-. 

• 
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-the members selected, I had felt assured that 
they would be able to rise above the racial 
·prejudices around them, and to treat, this one ~ 
. question at least, of the submerged ana 
-depressed Natal Indians, as a humanitarian 
-question pure and simple. I did not think 
that they would make this at onqe a political 
issue. But the unseemly haste and eagerness, 

·with which they pressed forward in the 
-direction of repatriation, when once an ope-
. ning was given to them, _ and · the ze31 witlv 
which they published their Interim Report 

-dealing with this question, disillusioned me. 
I could see, that the humanitarian aspect had 

.little interest to , them, and that these poor 
Indian people were merely being made a 

_pawn in the great political game. My 
-disillusionment was complete, when Mr .. Cole 
was 11-ppointed by the Union Government to 

;take· up the question. For he im!Jlediately 
launched out upon a violently abusive anti
Asiatic campaign, explaining to the Europeans 
.how they could get rid, not merely · of the 
_poor Indian labourers, but also of the wealthy 
Indian traders. After that episode, I had very 

J.ittle hope from the Asiatic . Commission. . But 
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even then, I had no conception that such. 
men as Mr_. Hofmeyer · and Sir John Lange 
could recommend the things that they did.. 
fnfally recommend. The summing up of their· 
Report has been a final blow. · 



CHAPTER IV 

RACIAL ARROGANCE 

I T will be naturally objected to, by those 
who/ have read my previous chapters, that 

·they have dealt rather with my own personal.< 
impressions and judgments about the Indian · 
.labourers rather than" with the whole Indian 
.problem itself. This criticism is a true one, . 
.and I must confess that I have rather used 
the title of this book as a peg to hang some 
miscellaneous things on, which have been 
burdening . my mind, than ' attempted to · 

..analyse the whole Indian situati9n. 
The fact is, the fate of those very poor 

people in Natal, who had come chiefly from 
Madras and were so pathetically helpless, · 

-<>bsessed me night and day. They had been 
so neglected,, not only by us in India, but, · 
what was far more painful to think of, by 
1heir own fellow-countrymen in Natal,-with 
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;a few very noble exceptions. At the time of 
my visit, they were in acute d1stress owing to 
the rice shortage and the general depression. 
·~ I became almost absent-minded concerning 
·other things, compared with ~eir fate. It 
touched me more deeply than I can possibly 
.describe in words. 

I would finish the story of what happe
-ned· concerning them,: before going on to 
discuss other subjects. Fortunately, . the mis• 
"taken advice which. I had given with· regard 
to: repatriation has had but· little practical 
result. The great bulk· of them have preferred 
to remain, and their choice to remain has 
been a wise one .. The Union Government has 
been again and . again approached by the 
Government of India with a view to prevent 
any unfair pressure in the direction of 
repatriation. After this, General Smuts has 
checked the compromising actions of his 
official representative, Mr. Cole, and then has 
relapsed into indifference on the subject. 
Certainly no pressure of any kind is being 
exercised . to-day (as far as my own infor· 
mation goes) to compel Indians to repatriate. 
This indifference is due, in a· great measure, 

• 
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to the storm of indignation among. the NataL 
sugar ·planters, when their Indian supply or
cheap labour was put in danger by the· Union· 
Government's action in encouraging · rep;z
triation. It is to be hoped that thesec 
employers, who have thus become thoroughly· 
frightened, will now look after their· 
labour better than before. But, in any 
case, any danger of a very large exodus is now· 
over ; and the chief problem of Natal remains
the Education Problem. Without- any delay,!' 
an Education Committee should be sent over
from India to consult with the Natal Govern
ment concerning -the improvement of Indian. 
Education in Natal. Perhaps. a . single com
missioner would be sufficient. He should b~ 

an Indian of high standing. 
With regard to the further problems

dealt with· by the Asiatic Enquiry Commis-· · 
sion, it may · be said, · in general, that the
whole body of· evidence given in the Report.
and the conclusions of the Commission based 
thereon, both go to prove that any fear of· 
such a rapid growth of the Asiatic population. 
in South Africa, that it would become the 
dominant -factor and oust- the European from. 
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the land, is altogether without basis. It is a. 
mere panic fear, sedulously. propagated by 
commercially interested and racially biassed 
E'tlropeans. The Indian community must 
clearly be a diminishing feature of the popu. 
lation in South Africa. It cannot possibly 
increase proportionally' with the European 
.because of the simple fact that immigration 
bas been finally prohibited to Indians, while 
it has been made more and more open and 

· acce.~sible for all Europeans. The . census, 
which is being taken thiJi year for the whole 
of South Africa, will, in all probability, fiinally 
dispose of a very large number of the false 
statements on which the anti-Asiatic propagan
da has hitherto relied for its support. 

In all this prelimimi.ry matter, the Asiatic. 
. Commi~sion Report just published is, on the 
whole satisfactory, though it has not appre
ciated the j)erpetual indignities which the 
Indian population· has had to suffer, both, in 
Natal and in the Transvaal. It has not also 
drawn definitely enough the conclusion, that 
·one of the chief reasons, why there were prac
tically no grievances and very little . pro
nounced race bitterness in the Cape . Provin~ . , 

3 
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was because, in that Province, and in that 
Province alone, Indians bad exercised the 
franchise since (if I am not mistaken) the year 
1875. It would have been a· great s~ 
done by the Commission, if this supremely 
important fact could have been made promi
nent by thE;m. 

But it is in their final recommendations, 
that · the Asiatic Commissioners completely 
break down. Here there is very little indeed 
.that favours the Indian. The Gold Law of~" 

1885, in the Transv~, which bas been at the 
.root of nearly all the mischief in that Pro
vince, is to remain, in .all its racial ugliness1 

just as it stands to-day: This ·original penali
sing law of the old Boer regime bas been 
•only bearable for Indians hitherto, because it 
vias far too drastic and severe to be put into 
practice literally and directly. From ii:s very 
earliest promulgation, sundry devices . were 
£ound to circumvent it. These were carried 
into effect with the connivance and even 
with the open co-operation of the . Boer 
Government itself. Life in the Transvaal, as 
an Indian trader, was only possible because 
these circumventions of the Gold Law of 1885 
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€rew . into long established customs. . Since 
the Boer regime, further . attempts have beeo 
-made by the Transvaal Indians, · not without 
3(!1ffie success, to find a loophole in the Law 
itilelf, by which to secure property and trad
ing rights. It must be distinctly understood, 
.however, that the Gold Law of 1885 is funda
mentally racial and anti-social. As long as it 
.remains on the Statute Book, the bar-sinister 
Js against the Indian. . 

"' It was the hope of everyone, who favou-
.red fair dealing with the Indian settlers, that 
.the Commissioners would realise all this and 

.-would recommend the repeal of this antiqua
.ted racial law. But they have given no relief 
whatever. As far as the Transvaal is concer• 
.ned, it would now appear as though every 
avenue of escape from these ancient restric:
.tions would be closed for Indians in future 

·,generations, and that this closure will have 
the sanction of the Asiatic Commission be
.hind it. 

In respect. to the licensing laws in Natal, 
.the recommendations of the Asiatic commission 
.are not open to the charge of direct racial . bias. 
With regard to the proposal of consolidation and 
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uniformity of all licensing laws throughout th~ 
different provinces of South Mrica, there would. 
be no objection, so long as this distinctly im
plies a levelling up and not . a levelling do\fil' .. 
This point must be carefully watched, when. it. 
is proposed to put the principle into practice. 

I have not got the Report of the Com·· 
mission before me, and must quote from me·· 
mory. ·One of the things asked for, namely1• 

that the grounds for refusing a license should. 
be laid down for the guidance of the Licens· c 

ing Board has been accepted. The refusal of 
a license to an Indian because he is am 
Indian, and the refusal of a license without. 
stating any reason at all,-these/ things will 
.be no longer possible, if the Commissioners•· 
proposals are accepted. This clearing up of 
the racial situation is all to the good. 

But on the other hand, the one ultimate· 
.safeguard in Natal, namely, an appeal to the· 
Supreme, Court, is to be taken away, and the 
appeal is to be finally settled by a Board of' 
three indeiJendent persons appointed by the 
Administrator for that special purpose. I do
not at all trust such a new departure. It is. 
possible to have confidence. in the High Court;:· . . 
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for it is a ··responsible body. But a Board of 
:three independent persons, appointed by the 
Administrator, is really an unknown- quantity • 
. S'&Ch · a Board, in some peculiar time of exci
:tement of public feeling, might be utterly im
possible. The most painfully astonishing pro
posal of the Commission is the clause .con
.cerning land-tenure in Natal. Here, the Com
missioners have actually gone out of their way 
-to suggest a direct breach o{ the original con-

~ tract with the Government of India, and a 
.direct curtailment of Indian rights in Natal, 
·which have been exercised for over thirty 
years. It is proposed to restrict the Indian 
<tenure of land to a strip measuring thirty 
miles from the coast. This would leave all 
the more healthy and bracing country entirely 
.in the hands of the Europeans. It is a relief 
to find that one Commissioner, Mr. Duncan 
Baxter, objected strongly to this breach of con
;tract. I understand that the Government of 
India have sent the strongest possible protest 
.against this proposal of the Commissioners. 

A word only needs to be said concerning 
the ugly racial proposals, which are thinly veiled 

. illlder the name of "voluntary segregation". The 
• 
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only 'floluntary segregation is that which exists at 
present, whereby the Indian naturally congre
ga~ with his fellew-countryman, and the
European congregates with his fellow-countrr 
man. To go beyond this natural and instin
ctive drawing together of those of the same
race, 4s at once to brlng in artificial pressure
and something bordering on· compulsion. To
induce "voluntary" segregation by · means of 
local and municip(l.]. votes, 'in which Indians
are ce$in to be outvoted, is merely to cloak ' 
and disguise the objectionable word " compul
aion." 



CHAPTER V. 

THE STRUGGLE AND INDIA'S DUTY 

THE one key principle, which will unlock 
very nearly every Indian problem in. 

South Africa, is this. With such a politically 
defenceless community, the only chance of 
safety lies in the right ·of appeal away from 
the local authority. Almost invariably the 
local authority, such as the municipal board, 

r 

etc., will vote against the Indian. Had it 
not been for the continual possibility of appeal 
against the local authority to the Supreme 
Court, or to the Union Parliament, or to the 
Governor-General, or to the Secretary of State, 
every single right which is now possessed by 
Indians_ in South Mrica, would probably · long 
ago have been taken away. · At the present 
moment, for instance, an attempt is being 
made to deprive the Indians, residing ln town
ships in Natal, of their municipal franchise. 

0 
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The Bill was introduced into the provincial 
Parliament by a private member, named Mr. 
Huelett. So strong was the support given by 
almost every member of the House, that .it 
rapidly passed through its three reaP,ings. It 
now only awaits the signatur~ of the Gover· 
nor-General before being made law.• In such 
a matter the local authority has always been 
predomi!Jantly hostile. The situation is almost 
parallel to that of the · Jews in European 
.cities, in the Middle Ages.. Without the pro
tection of the King, they were utterly defence
less against local attacks on their liberties. 

It is this fact, which makes the whole 
:Situation in South Africa so apparently hope
less.. . There is an endless e~pense involved in 
these constant appeals to ~igh Courts. The 
very smallest right has to , be fought for, 
.amid all the interminable intricacies of law 
·and justice, from one court to another, from 

. >Qne assembly to another, fron1 one Commis-
sion to another. The. enemy is always on 
the spot, in almo.st overwhelming numbers, 
ready to take advantage of the slightest loop-

• Tho Govornor-Gonoral has since refused his assent to thi8 
.measure.-<; ,F .A, 
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' ·.hole. Any weakening on the part of the 

Indian community is immediately taken ad
·vantage of. It is one · long unending strug-
,~. 

To take one further example, the whole 
'instinct of the European population is against 
.. any . European travelling in any kind of 
.conveyance side by· side with Indians. It is 
extraordinary to find, what lengths this anti
.social prejudice has reached. It is now app
:Iied almost universally to Indians in South 
Mrica. On the other hand, I · have often 
-watched the Japanese. They unhesitatingly 
·take, as a matter of course, every right which 
is claimed by a European. They travel in 
European carriages, dine as a matter of right 
in European dining cars, etc.· No one inter

..feres with them : but no one sits with them. 
·It was interesting to notice, on my long jour
:neys up and down Africa, how· the Japanese 
·were treated. There was the utmost · respect 
~n the one hand, almost amounting to fear • 

• 
On the other hand, there was. aloofness. On 

-every possible occasion, if I was travelling 
..alone, I would go and sit at table with Japa
:.llese in the dining cars. But I never once 

0 



42 INDIANS IN SOUTH AFRICA 

saw any other European doing this and · f 
asked from the Japanese, when on one occa
sion iWe had had a long conversation, as to• 

· their treatment. They described to me j®. 
what I h.td witnessed with my own eyes. 
No one interfered with them : · but no one mix-· 
ed with them. They smiled as they told me· 
what their treatment had been, but it was a. 
forced and somewhat bitter smile which carried. 
a lot of world-trouble behind it. 

For Indians, there is no such respect in-. 
South Mrica. If they assert themselves, there 
is the immediate danger of an insult. On. 
more than one occasion, I have had to stop a 
blow that was being struck simply because,. 
out of kindness to myself, an Indian friend. 
had ventured, as it were, into · the European. 
sacred area. In order to avoid such insults, I 
had determined, from the very first, always 
to travel in the Indian compartment and never 
to stay anywhere at all where Indians; 
would not be freely welcomed. But even here,.. 
difficulties arose. ~ain and again, the Euro-· 
pean conductor on the train would come: 
along and insist on my vacating the Indian. 
compartment, in spite of the protest of my 

0 
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lndian friends against my ejection. I have
had to cling to my-t;eat and tell the guard, 

_that, if he decided to turn· me out he would 
ha.ve to do it by force. This persistence· 

• alone enabled me to keep my seat. 
I do not mean, of course, that, at every 

time and on every occasion, these things. 
occur. There is a good ,deal of politeness, a 
certain· amount of cordiality, a rough good· 
humour, and what I may call " give and 

• take." But an unpleasant contretemps is. 
always a possibility- even in the case of 
Indians ":ho are in every way respectably and. 
neatly clad and whose manners are unexcep
tionable. An incident of discourtesy is also· 
much more likely, if an Indian cap or an. 
Indian dress is worn. Even, (I am sorry to
have to write this,) Indian ladies are not 
exempt from this ill-treatment and this rude-
ness of manners in Natal and in the, 
Transvaal. 

Capetown, on the other hand, is quite· 
different. Life, all round, is . more urbane ;.. 
and the ·people are far more liberal-minded. 
l have seen delightfully refreshing instances of 
inter-racial courtesy and kindly feeling. This-
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·is due to· an old tradition, which has· been 
·handed down for many generation. I do not 
mean to say, that there is anything like racial 

·equality. To. judge frotn the Christian 
Churches, that is still far. distanL For the 
stirdest racial cleavage still exists in · what is 

--called · the House of God. It is almost ·a 
blasphemy to write down such a title,

." House of God,"-but what I say is true. 
It has been one of the greatest benefits 

·_to the non~ European races, that, when the 
-South Mrican Union was formed, the centre 
·of its Parliamentary life was fixed at Cape
-.town, and not at Pretoria. It was an intense 
.relief to me, in the year 1914, to come down 
. from Pretoria, with its Indian " locations "' 
.and its Kaffir "locations," to the compara
tively free life of the Cape. Peninsula. · Parlia· 
ment bad just begun its sessions, and I could 

. at once feel the atmosphere less closely and 
narrowly confined within racial walls than in 
Pretoria. Even the back-veldt Boers feel· the 

-·change when they -reach Capetown. 
There is only one danger that I foresee. 

·Many of the older Capetown residents, who 
·:had kept their more liberal traditions, told 
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me tha~ the epidemic of crude racialism from 
the Northern States had begun to infect.. 
Capetown itself. If this is the fact, and if 
Gapetown becomes infected with the poison of· 
race hatred,- then I am afraid that the hope· 
of victory for · humane traditions will be· 
eclipsed for a time. 

I would not, however, end this series of' 
articles on· this pessimistic note. Indeed, in. 
spite of all that I have tried truthfully and 
·faithfully to relate, I have still a hope that 
the race problem in South Africa· wiJl not be· 
finally insoluble. I return again and again in 
my mind, as I ask myself what is the ground. 
of my hope, not, I am afraid, as things stand, 
to the Christian Churches; for ·they to a 
great degree have betrayed their trust. They· 
have succumbed, for the most part, to the·. 
race evil. I write this with the utmost sad
ness, as one who am myself a Christian and. 
would share the blame with all my fellow· 
Christians. I do not accuse; I rather make· 
a confession of the evil. No, the more I an
alyse what is happening at the present time. 
the mor I turne in my thoughts to the levell
'iDg effects . of the spread of education.. 
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I can see what marvellous strides some Indians, 
-who were under indenture themselves, (or whose 
:father and mother :were under indenture) 
have made. I can see also the Kaffirs and 
.the Zulus making somewhat slower, but still 
percepti~le progress. I can see also. those, to 
whom my heart went out with deep affec

:tion-the ' coloured' people, as they are 
..called,-the half-castes,-so genuinely trying 
·to "make good" and so obviously outstripping 
the European in many of the most sterling. 

·virtues o( character and endurance. All these 
signs of a new day coming, when the "colonial 
•born" Indians; the rapidlymultiplying "colored 
people"; the patient and long enduring 
Africans, will outnumber in the mass by 
:perhaps tenfold the less rapidly multiplying 
Europeans,-all these signs point forward to 
the prophetic saying that "the meek shall. 
-,inherit the earth." No, I can never despair 
-of the racial proble!Il in South · Africa. 
There is a sense of justice abroad, ip 
-spite of all shortcomings, · and the . right 
hand of education . has never been finally 

/ 

-withheld from any race in the .South African 
Union. Before we judge the South African 

• 
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£uropeans; let us remember carefully this one 
Ifact. I . · 

I would venture to urge in India again aRd 
-again,-as I write these final words,-that 
rthere is a very pressing and immediate need 
:to encourage and promote to the utmost . of 
·Our power the education of our, own Indian 
.children in South Afrcia, especially in Natal. 
1 would add that the same is true about 
East Africa. 

It is not money, that is required from 
Jndia, for the help of South African Indians. 
Jt is not even teachers. It is rather the help 
oo0f those, who would be willing to go, across 
;the sea in order to give advice and guidance 
.jn educational matters to Indians who are 
.domiciled in South Africa. Many obstructions 
.and racial restrictions will have to be broken 
·down ; many new educational ventures will • :have to be tried ; many untouched districts 
must be opend up; higher education has still· 
to be built ·up almost from the ground ; 
.a new enthusiasm for: education needs 
to be encouraged and fostered in the 
Indian community itself. All this must be 
.clone. 
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There are few things that I should have

desired more to do · than to help forward 
this work of Indian education in. South and. 
East Africa. I have felt often in the past the· 
solitude of the task in which I have been· 
engaged. But I feel quite certain that, with . ~ 

the new spirit of sacrifice and devotion' 
abroad in this country, which can be seen on· 
every hand, workers will never be wanting for
such a service of humanity. 

British Press, Madras. 
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. free: She has a mu<'h moreopowerful weapon re.dy 
to her hand. If once ber people unitedly decide to 
be free they can be free.... · . · · . 

Indian Independence : 
• . • Prfce .A.I. '· 

!'he immediate need 
To be In !lub)ettfon to a bana of foreign rulers, If 
Seeley's bistorkal maxim Is true, cannot but lead to 
national deterioration. This Is why the need lo ... 
lndeflendence Is so frrm~d!ate', This fs .why it can·· 
not be po!Otponecl. ·The verdict of the most sober 
Fn,Jiah Historians Is this, that India, witboul a 
~i11gle hl'Jlc1 heing 1Jfted to strike a single blow, can 
determine her own c:!~stfny. The sheer W"Cight .of._ 
nnmber~,-three hunched and twenty millions against . 
a few ·tbousands,-ls so ,reat, tllat if these num~rl 
tould once· s~ak with one mind. their will must be • 
r.arrled out. : Price A1. 8. 
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